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Chapter One 


“Why does it seem like you only come out here when you want to get fucked, sir?” 
Hanz asked, as the door creaked open. Everything in the garage gleamed except for the 
hinges on the door, and he liked it that way just fine. It was Hanz’s own little advance 


warning system. 


“That would be because I only come out here when I want to get fucked,” Vision said, 


and closed the door behind him. 


Hanz brought the suede buffer he was using up to his neck, and the softness made him 
hard. Well, the softness and the way Vision was looking at him. Vision’s eyes were wide and 
his cheeks flushed. He’d just eaten recently, that was obvious, but he still radiated hunger. 
Hanz straightened and met his eyes. Vision kept the gaze for just a heartbeat, and then 
dropped it, staring at Hanz’s boots instead. His body changed. He’d walked into the garage 
every bit the second most powerful vampire elder in New York, and just by looking away 


and relaxing his shoulders, he was Hanz’s Vision again. 


“And why is that?” Hanz asked, approaching where Vision stood. He ran his finger 


down Vision’s cheek. Vision shuddered. The skin was so soft and clean, and the dark smudge 
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his finger left on the whiteness was an affront. It was also Hanz’s mark. He’d put it there, and 


he couldn't stop himself from marking the other cheek the same way. That was better. 


“You're different out here,” Vision said, still looking down. It was all Hanz could do 
not to rub his thumb across Vision’s lips. They were parted, not by much, but the invitation 


was there. 


“Different how?” Hanz walked behind Vision. He had no moral qualms about dirtying 
Vision’s fine suit, and the soft gray wool seemed to absorb the grime from his hands. He dug 
his fingers into Vision’s hips, pulling him back so that Vision’s ass was up against his cock. 
He enjoyed the gasp that came from Vision. Hanz didn’t move, just held him there, then bit 
down on Vision’s neck. “That was a question, sir,” he said, and licked up the blood he’d just 
spilled. 

“Yow re confident out here.” 


“Tm confident in there,” Hanz said, motioning toward the big house with a thrust of 
his hips. 

Vision hissed. Rocking forward had rubbed Hanz’s cock against Vision, and Hanz 
needed to take a second to recover his voice again. It wouldn’t be good to waver. He scraped 
his teeth down Vision’s neck, and the blood was thick with arousal. If he wasn’t careful, 
Vision would come right here, and that would be no fun at all. Hanz pulled away a quarter- 


inch. 

“You are,” Vision agreed, and his voice broke saying it. “But you’re confident in my 
domain. You're a different kind of confident in yours.” 

“And that turns you on,” Hanz said. It wasn’t a question. Vision nodded, regardless. 

Hanz licked up the last of the blood. “I’ve got to get washed up. You make yourself 
comfortable.” He broke away, his body suddenly cold, and he had to force himself to walk to 


the sink. 
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“Oh, ha-ha,” Vision called. Hanz’s back was to him, so he let himself smile. There was 
nothing to get comfortable with in the concrete, chrome, and metal of the garage, and Hanz 
knew that as well as Vision did. 

Hanz scrubbed his hands until the skin was pink, then dried them. He was just 
reapplying hand cream when he turned around and saw Vision leaning up against the Rolls 
Royce Sedanca de Ville. 

“You do this just to piss me off,” Hanz said flatly. 

“You said get comfortable,” Vision said. 

“But does it have to be against the only thing in here from the 1930s?” 

“What am I, chopped liver?” Vision crossed his arms. “I drove one of these, you know. 
Gabriel kept two of them. I was in the car pool long before they realized vehicles could 
swim.” 

Hanz crossed the garage, took Vision’s hand, and pulled him away from the Phantom 
IT. “Nothing says you’ve arrived like being fucked over the hood of your own Benz.” 

“But it’s last year’s model.” 

“We'll upgrade. Now strip.” 

The smile died. Vision toed off his shoes and pulled off his jacket, casually tossing it to 
the ground. Hanz caught it before it landed and folded it neatly before laying it down in 
front of Vision. Then came the tie, which Hanz kept separate, the shirt, slacks, and socks. 
Vision wasn’t shivering, despite the chill in the conditioned air, but Hanz would not have 
asked him to take off everything if he hadn’t just fed. 

When Hanz touched him now, his fingers left no mark at all. Vision’s skin was 
flawless. His blond hair looked white under the harsh lights. Hanz broke one of his cardinal 
laws and leaned his hip against the fender of the car. He touched a spot almost three feet 


away from where Vision stood. “Kiss here.” 


Vision shot him a look, annoyed. 
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“Yes, you can reach it. You'll just have to stretch.” 


Vision did reach it, but he had to get up on his tiptoes to do it. It left him completely 
exposed and stretched out. The lube in Hanz’s pocket, which he carried everywhere, was 
already at body temperature. While Vision trembled in front of him, Hanz dropped his jeans, 


took a healthy handful of the lube, and applied it judiciously. 


He didn’t prepare Vision. Vision didn’t need it. The point of entry was tight, even with 


the lube, but rather than pushing in, he pulled Vision back to him. 


Vision gasped, involuntarily trying to get away, and then relaxed again, letting Hanz 
take him. They both stood, shaking for a minute. Vision tried to move first, but Hanz held 
him still, needing extra time to recover enough not to come right there. It wasn’t that Vision 
was hot, or tight, or perfect against him; he was all three. Ever since Janus had tied him to 
the wild ley power lines under the city, being inside him was literally earth shattering. It had 
taken them months of practice again before Hanz could actually fuck him without coming 


on the spot. Even now, if they didn’t start off slow, they wouldn't have to start at all. 


Hanz let Vision go. Vision lifted himself up to his hands to better brace his weight. 
Hanz held his hips, but didn’t try to guide him at all. The way Vision’s leg muscles bunched 
as he stretched himself away, then brought himself back, was hypnotic. His ass was as white 
as the rest of him, except for where Hanz’s fingers had grabbed hold, but that wasn’t enough. 
Hanz brought his open hands down, stinging Vision on both cheeks, and Hanz’s handprints 
rose to the surface in perfect pink. 

That was better. 

Vision started coming, partly because of the pain, and Hanz stopped trying to hold 
back. He grabbed onto Vision’s hips, fucking him into the hood. It was too much. The crest 
came and seemed to last forever, and thrusting harder into Vision just seemed to prolong it. 


It was good, it was great, it was mind-blowing, and when it was over, he could barely stand. 
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They were both collapsed over the hood of the Benz, which despite starting the 
evening in perfect gleaming condition, now looked like the hood on any car in any junkyard. 


“This, sir, is why we're never going to do it on the Rolls.” 


k k k k k 


Vision abandoned Hanz in the small cluster of lieutenants that waited outside the 
meeting, with the firm understanding that Hanz could leave any time he wanted. They were 
late to the conclave. That wasn’t unusual, but even after he’d taken the time to shower, 
change, and drive into the city, his seat wasn’t the only one that was empty. Janus wasn’t 
there either. 

Breylorn nodded to him. Vision hadn’t regretted giving up his lands to Breylorn -- 
okay, maybe he regretted it a little -- but it had saved Breylorn’s life. Which made them 
square, and it was odd to not feel indebted when he looked at the older vampire. 

Still, he touched his throat. Once, the elders around the table would have stalked out in 
disgust at being kept waiting. But over half of those vampires were now dead, and the young 
ones saw Janus as some kind of god. 

Vision didn’t sit down. “Wasn’t this his idea?” he said, and his voice echoed in the 
empty room. 

Breylorn nodded. 

“The fucker,” Vision said, and turned around. 

He heard the whisper of chairs, people about to move, but he held out his hand. “No 
one moves until I get back.” 

He hadn’t meant to push as hard as he could, but he did, and that left almost the entire 
room rooted to their chairs. Of all them, only Breylorn and Drey seemed immune. Breylorn 
because he was Janus’s ex-master and Drey for being Janus’s ex-lieutenant. Breylorn followed 


Vision out of the paneled boardroom with its pretentious white carpet and leather chairs. 
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“Do you have to go out of your way to annoy them?” Breylorn asked under his voice. 

Vision was about to growl that he did. It was the first time Janus had stood up the 
council, but it was about the ninth time Janus had either cancelled on him or just not shown 
up. He didn’t get a chance to explain that to Breylorn; when he pushed the door open, Hanz 
was dangling one of the young lieutenants by his throat up against the blackened window 
overlooking the city. 

“Is this really necessary?” Vision asked Hanz instead. 

“Yes, sir,” Hanz said without turning around. 

Vision sighed. “Meet me downstairs when you're done.” 

“Yes, sir,” Hanz repeated, and went back to what he was doing. 

Breylorn joined him the elevator. “You give him too much rein,” he admonished. 

Vision felt the build-up of a headache behind his eyes. He had already eaten before he 
came, but it didn’t help. The moon was close tonight and demanded the rush of fresh blood. 
His veins already felt constricted. He closed his eyes. “You don’t get to lecture me about how 
much rein you give your lieutenant. Janus was only with you every couple months at best, 
and that’s only when you fought him to come in.” 

“And see how that turned out?” Breylorn said. He took a deep breath. “Pm old, Vision.” 

“And [ma slut for handcuffs.” 

Breylorn was silent. 

Vision opened his eyes. “What, I thought we were pointing out the blatantly obvious.” 

“I always thought I had more time,” Breylorn continued. “Centuries, even. I wanted 
the conclave as mine.” 


“It’s not quite time to break out the walker yet, ol’ timer,” Vision said, voice flat. 
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Breylorn shook his head. “There’s more power now than there’s ever been, and it’s 
only feeding on itself, creating more. Why have a lieutenant when you can have an entire 
army?” 

“For one, they don’t make beds big enough.” 

“Vision, for your own sake, be serious for just a minute. I’m offering you the key to the 
kingdom!” 

“The kingdom is parked in Janus’s garage, Breylorn. The conclave waited an hour for 
him. An hour, under a hunter’s moon.” 

“TIl handle Janus,” Breylorn said. 

Vision looked at him, eyebrow raised. 

“Don’t say anything.” 

“It was too easy, anyway. Really, it was beneath me.” Vision walked over to the empty 
reception desk and perched on it until the elevator door slid open. 

Hanz exited, dusting off his hands. “Finished?” Vision called. Hanz looked over, and 
what was left of the anger Vision had brought with him evaporated. He jumped down, then 
pinched the bridge of his nose. It seemed to stave off the headache. 

“You should go...release them,” Vision said, turning to Breylorn. “I’m sure your master 
plan will fail if we’re late and they’re stuck there over the day.” 

Breylorn nodded. He approached Vision. They were the same height, so Breylorn 
didn’t have to tilt Vision’s head back too far. Breylorn kissed his neck, once, then bit down. 
Breylorn didn’t take much at all, and he walked away with Vision’s blood on his lips. It 
would be enough to release the elders. 

Frank brought the car. It was odd that Vision’s ride had gone from being one of the last 
ones out of the parking lot to a spot out front. “You going to tell me about it?” Vision said, 
once they were outside. 


“It’s not important,” Hanz said. 
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“Disrespect is important, Hanz.” 


“It was my disrespect, sir, not yours. And I think we came to an agreement on the 


matter. You're not angry, are you?” 


Vision was silent. The suit jacket was rather severe on Hanz, but it hadn’t hidden the 
bicep as he’d held the other lieutenant over his head. “No. You need me, you say the word, 
right?” 

“Yes, sir,” Hanz said. The limo pulled up, and Hanz opened the door for Vision. Vision 
got in, slid over the seat, and put his head on Hanz’s shoulder once Hanz joined him in the 


Car. 


The doorman in Janus’s building nodded to Vision as he entered, and didn’t bother to 


call up. 


Lyall jerked the door open, fangs out. Vision stepped between him and Hanz, out of 
habit, but then Lyall recognized him. His fangs slid back in and he touched his throat. 


“Forgive me,” he said, looking down. 


“Who were you expecting?” Vision asked. Lyall still hadn’t unblocked the door, but he 


was coming back into himself. 


“No one. But I felt something...bad,” Lyall moved out of the way, and Vision took over 
again. He put his hand on Lyall’s shoulder and felt the way he was shaking. There was too 
much in him, Vision knew. Janus might have infinite capability, but Lyall sure as hell didn’t. 
Lyall sagged at the touch, and Vision guided him gently to Hanz. “Take care of him.” 

Hanz immediately put his arm around Lyall and led him back to the elevator. He was 
making, Vision swore, tutting noises and sounded exactly like a British nanny. Lyall 


responded to it, at least. 
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Vision knew, without being told, that Janus was in the study alone. The pull from him 
was tidal. Nor did Janus look surprised to see him. He was sitting at his desk, staring through 


the new smoky glass. He turned and smiled. “I was expecting you.” 


Vision recognized the look on Janus’s face. It was that of a long-term opiate user. 


“What the hell are you doing?” 

Janus’s smile was beautiful. “Existing.” 

“Did you forget that you could exist at conclave meetings that you yourself called?” 

Janus’s smile faded, but only for a second. “You made my apologies, of course.” 

“Do I look like your secretary?” Vision snarled. 

“Dunno,” Janus said. The smile was gone. “How do you look in a short skirt and 
pumps?” 

“Yow re fucking up, Janus. And you’re hurting Lyall.” 

Janus growled. “I am not.” 


“No?” Vision asked -- taunted, really. Janus was so stuffed with power that Vision felt 
his hair rise. Janus stood up. Vision’s lip curled, an obvious challenge, and Janus had him up 
against the wall, teeth to his throat. Vision didn’t fight Janus grabbing his wrists and hauling 
him up, and the way his body responded was quite pathetically predictable. 

“Janus,” Vision said, and was momentarily proud of himself for not trying to rub his 
cock against Janus. It was quite the improvement. Janus was stronger than he was, older, too, 
and his skin was hot enough to burn him. “Janus,” he said again, louder this time, and then 
he snarled, pushing Janus back as hard as he could. 

It was like trying to push a brick wall from his path, but the resistance seemed to wake 
Janus up. “What?” 

“Something is seriously wrong with you, my friend,” Vision said. 

Janus blinked. Vision pushed him again, this time rocking him back a couple inches. 


Vision tried again. “You're trying to cow me, Janus. Like this. Me. Think about it.” 
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Janus looked down. “Oh.” 


Vision landed on his feet, hard in every sense of the word. He braced himself on his 


knees until he felt his body cool off, but even then he was aching. 
“Sorry about that.” 
Vision coughed. “Don’t mention it.” 
“You want a hand with anything?” Janus asked, sitting on his desk. 


Vision thought about it for longer than he probably should have. “He’s fine,” Hanz said 


from the doorway. “And we'd appreciate you keeping your hands to yourself.” 

“We would?” Vision asked. 

“Yes, sir,” Hanz said. 

“How’s Lyall?” 

Janus looked up. “Lyall?” 

“Recovering.” 

“From what?” Janus demanded. 

“His quadruple shot of espresso with the side of speed you’ve been serving him,” Hanz 
said. If there was the slightest tinge of recrimination in his voice, Vision could have imagined 
it. 

Janus went to him, but Hanz put his hand on Janus’s shoulder. “No. You shouldn’t be 
around him right now. He still needs to recover.” 

“Plus, the conclave?” Vision added. 


Janus bowed his head. “Right, let’s go.” 


It was Vision’s turn to put his hand on Janus’s shoulder. “You can take the second 
elevator. I’m fucking Hanz on the way down.” 
Janus grinned, and for a moment he was good old Janus back again. “Well, make it 


quick. I still have to live here.” 
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Hanz hit the stop button shortly after the elevator started moving. He’d drunk from 
Lyall, Vision could tell, and was positively bursting with the smell of blood. He loosened his 
tie, unbuttoning the first two of his buttons on his shirt, and then turned around and braced 


himself against the wall. 
“Look at me,” Vision said. 


Hanz looked up into the mirrored wall. His blue eyes were open, his fangs were out, 
and the honest openness to his face was, to Vision, the best kind of turn-on. Vision tore at 
their clothing, took a moment to align them quickly, and then he was inside. Hanz closed his 
eyes against the burn, and his sandy brown lashes were now dark against his cheeks. They 
weren't tears, not exactly, but he didn’t open his eyes again. Instead, he arched his back and 


offered his neck to Vision. 


Vision couldn't take it, not at first. Hanz was always so tight, and Vision had been 
pretty much ready since Janus had pushed him up against the wall. This was different, 
though. Hanz was his, entirely, utterly, and completely. He began to thrust, hard, and had to 
brace himself against the bar Hanz was leaning into to get better strokes. Their hands were 
beside each other for only a second before Hanz put his over Vision’s and interlocked their 
fingers. 

Hanz tightened his grip, so Vision couldn’t move, even if he wanted to. Despite his 
dick firmly inside Hanz, a new kind of anticipation filled him. He faltered, only for an 


instant, but Hanz was there. 

“Were you doing something, sir?” Hanz asked. His dry voice, the one he used when he 
was always in command, was like silk against Vision’s skin. 

Vision wanted free, so that he could grab onto Hanz’s hips, but Hanz wouldn't let him 


go. “You're going to have to trust me, Vision.” 
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Vision did. And Hanz knew he did, so he didn’t even need to respond. That was best. 
Hanz was always so careful, never letting him go far enough that he’d slip out. Vision closed 
his eyes, relying on the soft sounds Hanz was making to guide him. The more freedom he 
wanted to fuck Hanz into the wall, the less Hanz gave him, pulling him closer to him in 


tighter and tighter circles until Vision could hardly move at all. 


And that was all Vision needed. He bit down on the offered neck, sucking hard, and 
Hanz, despite himself, gasped at the sudden pain. Hanz jerked away, giving Vision a final, 


full, satisfying thrust, and he was coming along with Hanz. 


For a second, he thought he heard bells in his head, he was coming so hard, but that 
was just the elevator alarm system. It had finally kicked in after being stopped for so long. 
Hanz let him go, and Vision broke away. It took him a moment to readjust his clothes with 
his body still singing from its release, but in that time Hanz had tidied up the mess they 


made, got dressed himself, and was dealing with the awkward telephone call from security. 


Janus pushed open the doors two and a half hours later than the time he’d set, and the 
room silenced. Janus walked in, Vision right behind him, and in the second it took any of 
them to take the deep breath necessary to complain, Janus flashed them all his biggest, most 


relaxed grin. 
“Did I say Tuesday?” he asked. 


He probably didn’t see the way the elders, all of them, leaned in as he spoke -- or if he 
did, he probably didn’t even recognize it as anything other than his due. He was magnificent; 


Vision just wished he didn’t have the urge to throttle him half the time. 


Janus sat down at the head of the table and motioned Vision to join him. Vision did. 
Janus nodded, at no one particular, but a map of the island fluttered out from somewhere and 
spread across the table. Janus waved his hand casually over it, and suddenly the territories 


and lines shone from the paper. 
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Vision’s old territories were about the only ones on the map that hadn't changed. 
They’d been insulated from the violent upheaval that Lore had created when he tried to rip 
the lines free and take them all for himself. Vision still felt some affinity for them; they’d 


been a part of his life for over fifty years. 


His current lines weren’t on the map, which was probably a good thing. They weren’t 
tied to any particular location, but were feral and came from anywhere and everywhere, 
wild. Since Janus had given them to him, he’d felt them do nothing but grow. But his lines 


weren't the reason for the meeting. 


The lines had shifted and were still shifting in some cases. When and where they 
settled no longer matched the carefully constructed territorial lines set out for over a 
century. Some of the largest territories, those next to the harbor, were almost empty of the 
wavering blue lines, while other smaller holdings, no bigger than either of Vision’s old 


territories, where almost entirely covered in blue. 


Vision looked around, knowing just by looking how the cookie had crumbled. The 
older vampires, the ones who had originally carved out their territories themselves and 
defended it where vampires like Gabriel or Strickland had failed, were wasting away. Young 
vampires, some much younger than Vision, were practically stuffed with more energy than 


they'd ever be able to use. 


“Do we redistribute the lines?” Janus asked the table. “Or do we leave the lines open 


and let you fight for that which you can hold?” 


There was a third option, and that was keeping the status quo, but that would surely 
lead into the second option Janus had put on the table without any control. What. So. Ever. 
Vision waited, watching the faces. The young ones were afraid of either option; that was 
obvious. What they had in newfound power they lacked in wisdom and guile, and it would 


be a slaughter. 
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“I suggest you all think about it,” Janus said, and stood up. “There is nothing that will 


be decided tonight. I suggest we meet back here, a week tonight, and debate the issue.” 


“And then?” Lagrishe asked, from his new spot, three chairs down on the left-hand 
side. Janus touched his throat when he spoke. Lagrishe had once been the head of the table, 
and he’d taken his forced demotion quite well, all things considered. He was now just a voice 
among many. “Do we vote? Draw straws? Or are you going to be making that decision for 
us?” 

“Probably,” Janus said. “Unless I hear a compelling reason that I shouldn't.” 


The room was silent. Janus waited long enough for any one of them to muster the 


courage to challenge him. He raised his hand to release them all, when Lagrishe spoke again. 
“And Vision? What of his lines.” 


Vision felt the growl in the back of his throat at his own challenge. “Every line that is 


on the table was on the table,” Janus said, simply. 
“And if I find that unacceptable?” Lagrishe asked. 


Vision stood. So did Lagrishe. It was nothing personal; Vision actually rather liked 


Lagrishe, but he wasn’t going to allow the insult to pass. 


Janus pointed at Vision, his elegant fingers making a sweeping motion. Something 
invisible passed between Vision and Lagrishe. Vision swore he saw the light bend like a 
prism around it. For a moment, it hovered around Lagrishe’s face, and then...entered him. 


There was no other word for it. 


Revulsion filled Vision, like a solid punch to the gut. It was all he could do to stand. 
But if he’d been punched, Lagrishe had been electrocuted. He fell back, knocking his chair to 
the side, and the first vamp to help jerked his hand back as though he’d been burned. 

“You couldn’t handle it,” Janus said, speaking as though Lagrishe were still standing 
there, rather than just being an empty spot around the table. “Not a tenth of it. Are there any 


other questions?” 
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No one moved. 


Janus dismissed them all. Vision waited until the last of them had shuffled out, two of 


them holding the battered Lagrishe between them, before sinking down in his chair again. 


“Next time, a little warning?” Vision demanded. It felt as though Janus had lopped 


something off and tossed it casually at Lagrishe’s head. 
Janus looked to him. “Sorry.” 
Vision waved it off. “What was that?” 


“Your signature. Sort of. It’s the frequency of your lines. They’ve changed. I felt them 


when they did. I couldn’t take them away now if I wanted to.” 


“You going to let them fight it out?” Vision asked. The empty spot inside him, the 


punch to the gut, began to dissipate. 

“If that’s what it takes.” 

“You could wind up with a pretty ugly conclave, if we go back to warlords.” 

“But at least it will be change.” 

Vision shook his head. “You're dead set on this?” 

“Yes. Do I have your support?” Janus asked. 

“You always have my support, Janus. Even when I think you’re a complete and total 
idiot.” 

Janus nodded. “Good. I think. When have I been an idiot?” 

“Complete and total idiot, is what I said. And would you like the list chronologically?” 

“Yowre keeping a list?” 

“Hanz is. Somewhere. Last time I checked it had annotations and was cross- 
referenced.” 


“I wish I could ask if you were being serious.” Janus opened his wrist with his teeth, 


and gave it over to Vision. “Here. It should help.” 
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Vision took it, gratefully. After the first pull, he could see how too much of it was 
short-circuiting Lyall, but in small doses it was pure energy. Vision drank until he didn’t 
think he could take any more in, and then made sure the wound had closed before he let it 
go. “Thanks.” 

“Seriously? There’s a list?” 

“Well, it’s more of a folder, now.” The blood went straight to Vision’s head, and he was 
feeling quite drunk with it. 

Janus shook his head. “You got yourself quite the collaborator. You know that, right?” 

“And he gives great head, to boot.” Vision put his head down, and kept it there until 


the room stopped spinning quite so rapidly on both axis points. 


He was still dizzy when Janus finally cleared his throat. “We should go.” 
“You got an hour, first?” 


Janus glanced out the window. The sun was still at least a couple hours away. “I 


suppose.” 
(L9 hd » 
Have your man bring your car. 


Drey waited for them outside. He nodded to Vision, but touched his throat to Janus. He 
was taller than both of them, but was just now starting to look like an elder in the way he 
held himself. He didn’t have any of the beauty that most of them had been selected for, but 
his craggy face was giving way to a handsomeness that only came with power. He hadn’t 
picked a lieutenant, not that Vision knew at least and, although he defended Janus fiercely, 


had no other alliance. 
Janus clasped him on the shoulder. “Watch them for me,” he said. 


Drey nodded. Vision doubted for a second that anyone who would plot against Janus 
would involve Drey in any part of the plan, but the sentiment was appreciated. Drey saw 


them down to the street, then lumbered off alone. 
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Vision watched him go before telling Janus his plan. 


Janus listened, incredulously. “You want me to do what?” he demanded. 


“Bloodletting. You can bleed yourself out, and maybe Lyall can drink from you and still 
close his eyes.” Vision was still woozy from the little bit he’d had. Not just woozy, but...out 


of sorts, as vague as that was. 
“You’ve got to be joking. I’m not going to waste my blood.” 
“I thought you might say that. Hanz’s sister is a nurse.” 


Janus looked at him again, but shook his head. The little white house, with the little 
bushes and the cement blocks leading up to the front yard hadn’t changed. Lyall led the way 


up the steps and knocked on the door. “What is this place?” Janus asked. 


“A safe house,” Vision said, and waited for Jess to answer the door. She did so, dressed 
in her dressing gown, and if she was surprised to see her brother’s master/boss standing on 
the steps without her brother, she didn’t look it. Nor did she make any pretence about them 


not knowing what time it was. “Vision,” she said, and looked over her shoulder. 
“This is Janus. We need a favor,” Vision said. 
Jess nodded, and welcomed them both inside. 
“What can I do for you?” Jess asked. 
“Janus needs to make a blood donation.” 


Jess looked over Vision’s shoulder. “Ill have to check if my anti-coagulant is still good,” 


she said. 


“I doubt it will need it. But thank you.” 
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Even without a heartbeat, Janus filled the blood bag in less than five minutes, and then 
lay down on the couch for a quick nap. It was different, Vision knew, being just bled versus 


feeding was different, and just straight bleeding didn’t have the same energy return. 
Jess brought Vision a cup of tea while Janus rested. “How’s Hanz?” 


“Fine,” Vision said. He should have said more, he knew, but when he picked up the 
cup, his hand shook so much that he had to put it right back down again. Jess noticed it, but 


said nothing. 

“You can tell him to come visit, you know. I miss him. You keep him pretty busy.” 

“I don’t keep him busy at all,” Vision protested. “I merely provide the stimulus he 
needs to keep himself busy.” 

“Well, he’s certainly happier.” 


Vision smiled, just as Janus staggered back into the room. “He is that. I have to take this 


one home now,” he said. 
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Chapter Two 


Janus’s man dropped Vision off in front of Vision’s house, and Frank opened the door 


for him. 
“Hanz back?” Vision asked. 
“Yes, sir.” 


Vision nodded, and reached the first step of the stairway before looking over his 
shoulder. He just wanted to go up to Hanz and sort out whatever wasn’t sorted out inside 
him, but something was nagging him. Frank was watching him from the door. “You do good 


work,” Vision said. 
Frank hesitated. “Thank you, sir.” 


Vision nodded again. Frank was dead; he didn’t have any talent in him at all and he’d 
be useless at any real job with authority, but there were other opportunities. “Is there 


anything else you'd rather be doing?” 
“You mean like a promotion, sir?” Frank asked. 
“Yes. Like a promotion.” 
Frank honestly looked afraid. “Oh, no, sir.” 


“Why not?” 
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“Hanz wouldn't like that at all.” 

Vision turned back to Frank. “Tm not asking you what Hanz wants, Frank, lm asking 
you.” 

“I want what Hanz wants, sir. It’s just easier that way.” 

“Well, if anything changes, let me know.” 


“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” 

Vision went into his office first, and opened his safe. Not his public one, the private 
one he kept even from Hanz, and then he climbed the stairs to the bedroom. 

Hanz was still dressed, but stretched out on the bed. The moment Vision pushed open 
the door Hanz was instantly alert. 

“Are we going out?” Hanz asked. 

“No,” Vision said. The imbalance inside him was stronger here, but only because the 
room was normally such a place of peace for him. 

Hanz sat up. “Sir?” 

“Two things. You have to stop terrorizing the staff.” 

“I don’t terrorize them. They just do what I want when I ask them the first time.” 

“Because you're just such a great guy.” 


Hanz spread his hands as though to ask what he could possibly do. He swung his legs 
off the bed and stood, going to Vision. One moment he was just there, standing next to him, 
the next Vision was pinned to the door. “I can’t help it if people just like doing what I say,” 
Hanz said, and dropped his voice. “What’s in your hand, sir?” 

“The second thing,” Vision said, voice suddenly thick. He almost didn’t open his hand. 
When he did, and the silken ties, despite being wadded up in a ball floated down in delicate 


curls to the floor, Hanz made a sound in the back of his throat. 
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The knot in Vision’s stomach, the one that was linked almost directly to his cock, 
tightened, and Vision took a deep breath out of old habit. It wasn’t that he hated the ties; it 
was that they were almost too much. Especially with Hanz, who could make sure that the 
silk that touched him like a whisper on his skin would never release him. 

Hanz knelt down and gathered the ties. “What’s wrong?” he asked, still on his knees. 

“Nothing,” Vision said. Though that wasn’t right. 

“Let me put it this way. What do you want?” Hanz asked. His voice was soft, gentle as 
the silk, and he still hadn’t gotten off his knees. It would have been so very easy for Vision to 
just unzip his slacks and shove his cock down Hanz’s throat. It would have taken the edge 
off, but only that. And a razor thin edge it would have been. 

Hanz put his hand over Vision’s cock. “Vision?” he prompted again. “Tell me what you 
want.” 

“I want to be still,” Vision said, finally, and his voice broke. “Can you make me...still?” 

Hanz’s lip twitched, but not in the bad way. He cleared his throat before speaking. “I 
can make you still.” 

Vision licked his lip. Hanz stood up, and guided Vision to the center of the room. 
Vision didn’t turn around, though his ears pricked when Hanz closed and locked the door. 
He didn’t return immediately, but went to the closet first. One second Vision heard the 
closet door whisper against the carpet, the next Hanz was pulling his belt free from his belt- 
loops. 

Vision saw the blindfold around Hanz’s wrist, but didn’t say anything. Not until Hanz 
tried to bring it down over his eyes. “No.” 

He put his finger to Vision’s lip. “Are you just saying that?” 

Vision was going to shake his head. He wanted to watch, to anticipate what Hanz was 


going to do, but that suddenly seemed the opposite of what he wanted. Vision shook his head 
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and looked down. Leather touched his cheeks, warming to his skin in a way the silk never 
would, and Hanz tied it just tight enough that it wouldn’t move. 

Hanz took his time undressing Vision. His jacket came off first, then his shirt, one 
button at a time. Vision kept his hands loosely at his side and jolted every time Hanz’s fingers 
brushed his skin. It was electric. Even in the complete darkness he saw sparks. 

Once Vision was naked, Hanz guided him to the bed. Vision started to lie face down, 


but Hanz wouldn’t let him. “No, Vision.” 
“Please,” Vision whispered. 
“You don’t want to be on your stomach, and you know it. On your back, please.” 


Vision did so, though it made him tremble. Hanz waited, not saying a word, until 
Vision put his hands over his head. “Thank you, sir.” 

Vision trembled again. Hanz took his right wrist, and looped the silken tie around it. 
The silk seemed to melt into his skin, and rather than tying his hands together, which Hanz 
most often did, he pulled it to the bed post. Vision fought him, just for a second. Hanz wasn’t 
as strong as Vision was, but that didn’t matter. The moment Vision began to fight, Hanz let 
him go. Vision snatched his wrist back. Hanz wasn’t going to ask him again. 

Hanz waited. Vision was stronger, but Hanz was more patient by far. Vision had to lie, 
completely exposed, until he moved his hand back up to where Hanz wanted it before Hanz 
broke out his book. 

Because Hanz would have. 

Hanz moved to the other side of the bed, only this time, Vision gave up his wrist 
willingly. 

And Hanz rewarded him by running his hand down Vision’s arm. Vision fought, 
because now he could, and the silk didn’t even tighten on his wrist. 


“No,” Hanz said. 


And Vision stopped struggling. 
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Immediately he began to feel the blood in him move. Not passively, but rhythmically. 
In the darkness, Vision could feel the all-but-pulse in the back of his throat. This was what 


he needed. Hanz took his ankle, looping the cold silk on his skin. Vision barely felt it at all. 


He was floating. A part of him knew that his back was to the bed, in his room, in his 


house, and he felt apart from it and a part ofit all at the same time. 


Silk touched his cock, gently at first, and then tighter as Hanz worked the bands 
around it. He was hard, and felt the heat of his erection against his cold skin, but this wasn’t 


sexual. Not yet, at least. 


The discordance inside him rattled when the rest of him hummed. Hanz was patient, 
and Vision became patient because Hanz was. He was safe, Hanz saw to that, and blessedly 
still. Even if he wanted to struggle, he couldn’t. That which didn’t match the rest of him 
became metallic and brittle, like a cymbal falling on cement, and like the cymbal it was 


loudest just before the noise crested and was finished. 


He sank back into the bed. His entire body was on the same frequency again, and only 
after the sensation was gone did he realize how similar it was to an inner ear infection. It was 
over now, and it was good. 

He didn’t think he was tired enough to sleep, but he was. When he woke, it was just 
before dawn. Hanz was already out of bed, but the silk bonds were on his bedside table, 
ironed and ready to be put away. 


k k k k k 


The apartment was dark when Janus returned home. Normally that would have caused 
him worry, but the moment the door opened for him -- his old wards welcoming him 


home -- he knew Lyall was asleep on the couch. 


Janus didn’t turn on the lights, but went to the living room and sat down on the floor 


beside Lyall. He watched the sun rise through the darkened glass. Even after the cold drain, 
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which gave back none of the energy it took, like feeding did, he still felt as though he could 


walk into the sun and bathe in it. 

“Yeah,” Lyall said, voice thick from sleep. “But don’t try, okay?” 

“You heard that?” Janus asked. 

“Did I hear the spike in my brain?” Lyall asked, his voice only slightly mocking. “Yes. I 
think I did.” 

“Sorry.” 

Lyall leaned over to where Janus sat and kissed Janus’s neck. “You taste different.” 

“Vision had me drained.” 

“Sounds kinky. Next time, can I watch?” 

“You would have been bored. It was too rubber tourniquet, anti-coagulant for you, 
darling.” 

Lyall rested his head on Janus’s shoulder, making a delicate, ‘blah’ sound. The pressure 
was nice. “Wanna fuck?” Lyall asked. 


“No,” Janus said, and Lyall sighed, digging his teeth in. Blood welled up, and Lyall 


licked it up out of habit. 

Janus grabbed his arm, and kept him in place. “Are you happy?” 

Another sound, this one full of disgust. “What?” 

“You heard me.” 

Lyall tried to pull away, but Janus wouldn’t let him go. Lyall fought him, putting more 
strength into it, but he was at a bad angle. “Let me know if you’re going to compel me to talk 
about my feelings so I can start on swallowing my tongue.” 

“Don’t do this,” Janus said. “It’s a simple question. Are you happy?” 

“Yes, of course ’m happy,” Lyall snapped. “I’m not being shot at. Pm full, and the digs 
here are nice. Why wouldn't I be happy?” 
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Janus let him go. “Because none of that is happiness.” 

Lyall bared his fangs. “If that’s the case, then you don’t want to know.” 

“I asked, didn’t I?” 

“Do I wish I had you all to myself? Do I wish it was like it was before? Hell, yes. But 
you don’t have to tell me what you're doing is important.” 

Janus started to interrupt him, to protest, but Lyall held out his hand. “You wanted 
this. You don’t have to tell me, Janus, that in the grand scheme of things, I’m not important. 
But we haven’t gone hunting together in months, you leave me back here more times than 
you take me -- believe me, I count -- and frankly, that sucks.” 

Janus was silent for a minute. “Well, as long as you’re happy,” he said. 

Lyall pushed himself up and climbed over the back of the sofa. He stalked off to the 
spare room. “I’m just fucking peachy,” he snarled, and slammed the door shut. 


Janus waited ten minutes before he knocked on the spare room door. 


Lyall didn’t answer, not at first. Janus pushed the door open and at least it wasn’t 


locked. 

Lyall looked up from where he was sitting on the wicker chair. The smoked glass let 
through enough radiation that -- even though it was still early morning -- Janus felt the heat. 
Lyall did, too, but he raised his head to expose his throat to it. He was beautiful. His skin had 
always been pale, but now it was marble. His black hair was long enough now that it looked 
artistically abandoned, and his eyes were a pale, wolf’s blue. He’d been a killer as a human; 
Janus still tasted that in him. But now he didn’t know what he was. 

“I don’t have a lieutenant,” Janus said, finally. 

“Join a support group,” Lyall snarled. 

“I want you to be my second.” 

Lyall still didn’t turn away from the light. “I was too young last month, but I’m fine 


and dandy now?” 
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“A lot has changed these past few months. Supreme cosmic powers, remember? And it’s 
not as though I can give you tips on how to be a good lieutenant. It’s a joke how bad I was, 


but if you want more, I can give you that.” 
Lyall finally turned to him. “Can I have my own car?” 
“Yes, of course.” 
“And my own pet?” 
“Over my dusted corpse.” 
Lyall shrugged. “Two out of the three ain’t bad.” 


“Tm glad you think so. But honestly, you don’t want a pet. I can’t tell you how much of 


a pain in the ass you've been.” 

Lyall sat up. “Interesting choice of phrase.” 

Janus got between Lyall’s thighs, spreading them with his until Lyall was on the edge of 
the seat. “Look at me,” he said. 

Lyall looked up, though he had to crane his neck back. 

“Do you know what I’m thinking now?” Janus asked, thinking of Lyall sprawled out, 
debauched, in the chair 

Lyall met his eyes, and his eyebrows shot up when he saw what Janus was feeling. “Oh, 
really?” he asked. 

Janus nodded. 

Lyall leaned back. “Okey-dokey,” He undid his jeans. Stretched out as much as he was, 
he couldn't pull them down much, but it didn’t take much to pull his cock out. “If you’re not 
going to lend a hand, can you at least donate some spit?” Lyall asked, and held up his palm. 

Janus licked the length of Lyall’s palm, then back again. Lyall tried to take his hand 
back, but Janus held it, now working his tongue between Lyall’s fingers, then lavishly 


working over the ball of Lyall’s thumb. 
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“May I?” Lyall asked in a small voice. 

Janus let the hand go. Lyall wrapped his fingers around his cock and closed his eyes, 
but Janus smacked his thighs with his fingers, a slight sting if anything, and Lyall opened his 
eyes again. 

“You're not doing this for you,” Janus reminded Lyall. 


Lyall blinked, immediately getting it, and then smiled, a little too toothily. He licked 
his fang. He let go, if only to collect the first drop of come from his dick, and brought it to his 
lips. Another lick of his fang, and he brought his other hand up to cup his testicles, still in his 


jeans. 


His erection was heavy on his belly, and the smell of his arousal all but colored the air 
around him. Lyall’s stomach muscles trembled as he picked his cock up again, and slowly 


began running his hand up and down his length. 


“You want me to go slow,” Lyall said, and his voice caught when his fingers found the 


magic spot right behind his testicles. He splayed out even further under Janus. 
“Yow re not riding a bull,” Janus said. “I’m expecting more than an eight-second ride.” 


“But what an eight seconds it would be,” Lyall said devilishly, then tensed. His thumb 
was sweeping the head of his cock. “I love it when you lick me, right here.” His fingers 
tripped their way down the vein on the base of his cock. “And when you bite me, I want to 


come as much as I bleed.” 


Janus moved closer. Lyall was panting, sucking in breath to build the orgasm, and he 
couldn’t stop his fist from tightening itself. His hips began to thrust up, into it, and he 
exposed his throat to Janus completely. 

“When you fuck me, and you put your hand on the base of my neck. That’s made me 


come right there, a couple times. I love the way you smell, and I love waking you up to a 


blowjob.” 
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Lyall couldn’t keep his eyes open. His cock was slick now between the spit and the 
lubrication he’d made, and he held himself tighter than Janus would think was comfortable. 
The wicker chair creaked with the rhythm, even when only Lyall’s shoulders were touching 
the back of the seat. He was driving himself up, between Janus’s thighs. Janus moved, 


pressing his thigh between Lyall’s spread legs, and Lyall gasped as he came. 
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Chapter Three 


The help wanted sign looked faded in the window. What had once been bold red 
letters were now pale, weak, and orange. Still, Kane took an extra moment to try to catch his 
reflection in the dark part of the window. His dark hair was short, shorter than it had been 
in a long time, and when he touched the bare skin on the back of his neck, the naked feel to 


it alarmed him. 

Jinx appeared at his elbow. He walked like every other human, but Jinx did it quietly, 
softly, more like a cat. His ghost-white hair was pink under the neon light. He touched 
Kane’s elbow. 

“Not now, Jinx,” Kane said. 

Jinx grabbed his arm, this time not letting go when Kane tried to pull free. Jinx was 
stronger than he looked. Always had been, which meant Kane wasn’t going anywhere. 

Kane stopped struggling. “What is it?” 

Jinx just looked at him. His face showed concern, lips tight. He shook his head. He 
turned his head and coughed, breaking the normal sounds of the evening with his racking 


shoulders. Kane took Jinx’s head in his hands. “Don’t do this to me now, Jinx. I need you to 
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hang on in there. This is only going to take a few minutes, but I need you to just stay with 
me, okay?” 

Jinx was going to shake his head, but Kane wouldn't let him go. It took every ounce of 
strength Kane had, but he kept his arms locked. “Yes. Jinx, yes.” 

The muscles on Jinx’s neck bunched, then relaxed three times before he finally allowed 
himself to settle. He nodded. 

“You sure?” 

Jinx nodded again. 

Kane pulled him close and kissed him on the forehead. “Do this for me, just once.” 

Jinx nodded a third time. 

Kane exhaled. His cheeks were still smooth; they’d lucked out and found a hotel’s 
convention centre that had bathrooms out of the way that had both deep enough sinks to 
wash up in, and unguarded coffee and Danish trays. They'd washed and eaten like kings. 

He took one more deep breath, released Jinx, and pulled open the convenience store 
door. The blast of cold, conditioned air caught him in the lungs after the warm, soupy air of 
the night. He muffled the cough, knowing it would sound wet and phlegmy from the street. 

The old man behind the counter looked at him wearily. It was a bad neighborhood -- 
no one had to tell Kane that. He knew without being told that there was a gun under the 
counter. He knew -- again without being told -- that it was probably pointed at him. Still, he 
kept his face in a polite smile and approached the counter as non-threateningly as he could. 

“Hi,” he said. 

The man nodded cautiously, and Kane had to fight to keep the smile on his face. He 
wondered, briefly, if anyone would ever actually talk to him again, ever. His smile was 
starting to hurt. “The sign in the window, are you still looking for someone?” 

Another nod, but the man barely moved. His hand moved farther away from beneath 


the counter. 
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‘Tm a hard worker,” Kane said. 

The man looked him over, mouth twitching. He took in the flame tattoo running up 
Kane’s arm, and the broken shoes on his feet, but Kane knew the jeans he wore looked new, 
and the shirt had been taken out of the plastic at the shelter this morning. His face hurt, and 
he realized what a dumb idea this was, but the man’s face suddenly softened. “You work 
nights?” 

He’d work any time, but didn’t want to appear too eager. “Yes, sir,” he said. 

The word seemed to mollify the man more than anything. “I got cameras. Out there 
and back here. You steal from me, boy, I won’t have you arrested. Pll break your legs. You 
hear me?” 

“Yes, sir,” Kane said. 

The man stood up from his stool, just as the door bells chimed again. 

Jinx fell into the store. 

Kane closed his eyes. 

And Jinx was on him, tugging on his arm, hard enough to pull him off his feet. Kane 
turned as though he had a choice. “Jinx, I told you to wait outside,” he said, keeping his voice 
gentle. “You promised me.” 

Jinx shook his head. His eyes were wild, terrified, and he dragged Kane half out of the 
store before Kane got free. He turned around, hands out, but the man was back on his stool, 
arms crossed. “He’s harmless, I promise you,” Kane began, damage control coming as 
naturally to him as understanding Jinx in the first place. The two skills were often needed 
‘round about the same time. 

“Out,” the man said. 

“Please --” Kane began, but the man shook his head. 


The man motioned to the door with an angry fist. 
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“Thank you, sir,” Kane said, and took Jinx’s arm. Together, they went back into the 


heat of the street. 


Kane waited for door to close before turning on Jinx. “You promised me!” he began, but 
Jinx wasn’t listening to him. He was staring across the street at the two figures staring at 
them from beneath the streetlight. Kane was suddenly cold, and he pulled Jinx back to him. 
Across the asphalt, the two vampires bent their heads together, just for a second, and then 


shuffled off down the street. 
Jinx was shaking, even as he turned to cough again. 
“They’re gone,” Kane told him. But they weren’t, and he knew it. 


It was just past one. Another hour, and the streets wouldn’t be safe. They weren’t 
particularly safe right then, Kane knew, but at least the danger wasn’t directed at them. 
There were cops out. He felt them circling like sharks, and he feared them more than he did 
the gangs. 

He led the way and found a small courtyard of what had once been a fairly nice hotel. 
The prostitutes were out in their garish skirts and low tops, but they only nodded at him. He 
didn’t like walking past them, not because of who they were or what they did, but because 
he was still feeling exposed from having to deal with the shopkeeper and their 


disappointment hurt him. 


“In here,” Kane said, and he lifted the bottom branches of one of the big spruces in the 
courtyard. The bottom branches should have been pruned back, but it still offered a safe, 


warm little cave. 


Jinx crawled into it first, then Kane. Inside, the ground was warm and dry. Jinx curled 
up almost immediately and used Kane’s lap as a pillow. The dark men were gone from his 
head. He only feared them because Kane did, and when they were out of sight they stopped 


existing. 


Master of the Lines 4: Prodigals 33 


Kane ran his fingers through the white hair just covering Jinx’s temple. Jinx 
remembered sleeping in a bed, years ago, but Jinx only remembered them as being places of 
danger. He had no problem sleeping on the ground, a park bench, or doorway. Wherever 


Kane said it was safe, Jinx could sleep. 


Kane took longer to close his eyes. Jinx didn’t snore. His chest barely moved, and even 
then there was a horrible wet sound to his breathing. Even Kane knew that was bad. For 
him, sleep didn’t happen, and the more he tried, the more he felt his heartbeat pound in his 
chest. He was hyper-alert just before dawn when he heard someone enter the small 


courtyard, fine shoes crunching on the stones. 


Kane crawled out from under the tree. His heart beat harder now, hard enough that it 
actually hurt. It was a familiar sensation, and one that he hated. Before Larkin had offered 
him to his alpha on bended knee, Kane had been helplessly addicted to him. The need was 
still there. Sometimes it wanted him to simply obey, and at other times it stole his reason and 
left him feeling thick-headed and queasy. He’d mostly gotten control back, if Larkin didn’t 
touch him. The sole streetlight visible from the park had such a filthy cover that the light 
barely reached the ground. Kane didn’t need the light to see the fine press to Larkin’s slacks 
or the well tailored jacket. He’d loosened his tie, but that was the only concession he’d made 


to the lateness of the hour. 
“You look good,” Kane said, to be fair. Larkin did. “I still hate you.” 
Larkin put his hand over his cold, dead heart. “You wound me.” 
“I wish,” Kane said and crossed his arms over his chest. 
“Take a walk with me,” Larkin said. 
Kane looked over to the east. “Isn’t it a bit late for you?” 


Larkin smiled, his fangs gleaming in the moonlight. “You don’t want to walk with me?” 
He looked around, to the tree Kane had crawled out from. “So your little friend is still 


around. He doesn’t sound too well, Kane.” 
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Kane stood between him and the tree. “What do you want, Larkin?” 


Larkin licked his lips. “Many things,” he said, and then sucked his teeth. “But for right 


now, I want you to come with me.” 
“No.” 
Larkin stopped, obviously surprised. “What did you say?” 
“No. I’m not going with you.” 
Larkin’s smile grew deeper. He cracked his knuckles, each one loud enough to make 


Kane jump. Kane stood his ground. Larkin loomed over him, strong enough to pick him up 


and throw him against the park bench. Larkin never touched him. 


Kane put his hand up, barely touching Larkin’s chest, but Larkin fell back as though 
burned. “You don’t get to tell me what I do. Pm not your boy any more. I’m not your 


servant, I’m not your slave, and I’m definitely not your glass of wine.” 


Larkin snarled, inches away from Kane’s throat. Kane pushed him away, and Larkin fell 
back. He caught himself before he landed and was back on his feet like a cat in the next 
second. Larkin smiled a second time, and this second smile was as cold as the grave. “The 
boy, he’s not doing very well.” Larkin’s voice was flat, with no pleasure or remorse at 
delivering the news. “His lungs are filling up. Slowly. You must hear it.” 

“I do,” Kane snapped. “Of course I do.” Every breath Jinx took gave him less air to 
breath. His heart was working twice as hard now to pump half the oxygen, and it was 
struggling, too. Kane heard it, and if he followed it all the way down, it left him dizzy 
and... hungry. 

“What do you want, Larkin?” 

“They found you again. It’s time to move on. You can’t stay in San Francisco any 


” 
more. 
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“I made you an alpha, and you can’t keep your men off me?” He hadn’t asked to help; 
he hadn’t even wanted to. Larkin had served him up on a silver platter to his alpha, and it 


was just their combined bad luck that the alpha had already tried to feed off Jinx. 


“They're baying for your blood, Kane. Get out of Dodge. Take your little friend, too. 


They'll start with him. Go home.” 
“This is home,” Kane snapped. 
Larkin snarled at him, obviously attempting to cow him. 


Kane snarled back. He hadn’t thought his throat capable of making the sound, but it 
did. Overhead, birds shot out of the tree where they'd been sleeping. The sudden, irresistible 
urge to pin Larkin to the wall, to fuck or be fucked by him -- however that sorted itself out -- 


was undeniable. He smelled his own arousal, his own blood, and he wanted. 


Larkin smiled, his fangs out and ready. “That’s interesting,” he said, and licked his lips. 
He reached over slowly, and pushed Kane’s shoulder, but Kane took a step back rather than 


rise to the bait. He had to control the need, though his entire body was now flushed. 


“This isn’t home. Not anymore,” Larkin said, and reached into his wallet and pulled out 
more folding money than Kane had seen in a long time. “This should get you back to...what 
was it? Sugar Run? Go home, little boy. And pray they don’t find you.” Larkin’s threads were 
finer, and his shoes had more polish. But Kane knew that Larkin and his men were uprooted, 


just like Kane. At least Kane didn’t steal from their corpses. 


Kane took the money. The next morning, they boarded the Greyhound and were on 
their way. Jinx slept, and coughed, and coughed in his sleep. It was painful to hear and 
painful to feel the way Jinx’s entire body shook when he couldn't stop himself from 
coughing. 

The other passengers glared at him, but he glared back until they looked away. The 
most they had to deal with were petty inconveniences, where a stern look often embarrassed 


their chosen targets to conform back to societal rules. Kane had had to worry about cops who 
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didn’t care and men who only wanted him on his knees. He won, and for most of the trip 
they had the last two rows to themselves, even though it meant strangers sharing rows of 


seats. 


The only real danger came from the four-hour layover they spent in Oklahoma. They 
arrived at two o’clock in the morning. It took a few seconds to wake Jinx up, and they waited 


for everyone to stand up, get their stuff down off the overhead racks, and get off. 


It took an hour for the last of the passengers’ rides to arrive, and they spent the time 
just watching the drama. The affection shown seemed so genuine, but Kane could hear their 
flat heartbeats and smelled the lack of attraction in over half of the heart-warming reunions. 


“There’s no such thing as love,” Kane told Jinx, and Jinx just put his head on Kane’s shoulder. 


Another hour passed. Three people came in. Two of them looked like passengers and 
the third was a homeless fellow. The two passengers glared at the man until he moved away. 
Kane made room for him on their bench, and the man nodded to him before he curled up on 


his half. 


More people joined them at three, but they remained outside, smoking. Jinx had finally 


fallen asleep, but was shivering despite both jackets over him. 


The man who pulled the door open just at three-thirty looked no different from any 
other passenger, but Kane knew. Around him, people slept and smoked and talked in the 
hushed tones that only pure exhaustion could create. But Kane still heard them. He heard 
their heartbeats and their intake of breath and even the muscles of their throats contracting 
as they swallowed. From the new man, Kane heard almost nothing at all. The passive blood 
flow in his system made hardly a sound. He wore dark clothes, a dark jacket, and his dark 
hair was pulled back. His fangs weren’t out, but he licked his human teeth when he spotted 


Kane on the bench. 


“This is a public place,” Kane said, sliding away from Jinx in case he had to move 


quickly. “You can’t do anything to us here.” 
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“These deadheads?” the vampire asked with a sneer. “I doubt they'll even notice.” 


Kane looked around. He knew the vamp was right; the struggle would only raise their 
interest for a few seconds before they went back to doing what they were doing. But this was 


Oklahoma, after all, and a dirt-road town to boot. He took a deep breath. 


“Fuck off, man, I ain’t gonna suck your cock!” It was better than shouting fire in a 
theatre. The smokers stopped and looked into the well-lit terminal, and two of the three 
sleepers woke up, including the homeless guy. He reached for something in his bag, eyeing 
the vampire up, and the vampire pointed a long, white finger in Kane’s face. 

“Yow re going to regret this,” he hissed, and then took off for the door. 

Everyone in the terminal watched him go. “You okay, kid?” the homeless guy asked, 
still with his hand in his bag. 

“Yeah,” Kane said, though he resented the kid. He’d just turned nineteen. 

“Good,” the man said, and took a long time to settle down. Morning came, and with it 
the freedom to breathe and the bus. Jinx barely woke up long enough to re-board. 

When they reached Kane’s home town, after the fourth day, the bus lurched to a stop 
outside the town’s only diner. They’d actually had to wait at a traffic light for the light to 
turn green. Three years ago, it had only been a flashing stoplight overlooking a four-way 
stop. 

Kane shook Jinx awake, though it pained him to do so. His cough had gotten worse 
ever since Oklahoma City, and it was the first time he’d slept in over eighteen hours. 

Still, there was no denying the fact that they were...Kane searched for the word. That 
they were home. The word tasted wrong in his mouth. “Come on,” Kane said, pushing Jinx’s 
shoulder again. “Get up.” 

Jinx rocked with the push. His ice blue eyes opened, taking in the empty streets and 


the old style facades of the buildings, and blinked. It was the same as hundreds of other 
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towns they’d passed through on their way from San Francisco. The only difference was they 


were stopping here. 


Kane climbed to his feet. His knees cracked and his back felt completely disjointed. 
Jinx stood up, unbothered by the last thirteen hours on the road. Kane grabbed their 


backpack and led the way off the bus. 


Jinx started to cough, racking his body and sending tremors through his shoulders. 
They ended as they always did, with Jinx all but throwing up, and embarrassed that he had 
to spit out the junk he’d just brought up. Kane waited, without saying anything, and it took 
Jinx another moment to have all his breath back. The paleness to his skin was nothing new, 


but it didn’t take long for him to regain his curiosity. 


He peered down the cobbled street. Main Street, such as it was, had been two full 
streets, ending up in the elementary school playground, which they had annexed part of for a 
new drugstore. The old hardware store was gone, and with it Old Man Smithers who used to 
grab anything possibly needed from behind his counter. It was replaced by some chain. The 


grocery store still looked as though it needed a second coat of paint over the primer. 


Jinx’s eyes were wide. This was a foreign country to him; he’d never been to a small 
town. The two farmers sitting in the window seat of the café, in their overalls and hats, were 
strange creatures. At least the fact that their faces were so tanned by the sun they looked like 
leathery masks would be a familiar sight. 

“It’s not far,” Kane said. “Then we'll get you to see a doctor.” 

Jinx nodded. They took off. Before Jinx got sick, they could walk together forever, their 
strides almost perfectly matched even though Kane was half a foot taller, but now, when Jinx 
could hardly breathe with all the shit inside him, it was more of an ambling pace. Even 
though they were only three blocks from home, they took several stops along the way. 

No one recognized him. Of that, Kane was glad. His school photo wasn’t the person he 


was any more. He kept his dirt-brown hair short now, he’d grown the half a foot he had on 
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Jinx, and his shoulders were broader. He’d never been heavy, but he’d been middle-class 
American soft. That had all changed. He’d spent the past three years doing nothing but 
walking, and it had burned off the kid in the photo. Now, when people he’d probably seen a 
hundred times before looked at him, they only saw the spiky hair and army pants, the 


piercings on his lip and ears and, most noticeably, the tattoo going up his arm in flames. 


The piercings were real. The tattoo wasn’t. Oh, the black markings curling up over his 


biceps were permanently on his skin, but it wasn’t a tattoo. 


Jinx started to cough again just as they reached the driveway. Kane sat him down on 
the concrete planter that ran the length of the drive, the one full of spruce trees. They had 
been his height when they’d been planted when he was a kid, and now they stood over ten 


feet tall. 

He waited for Jinx to be able to breathe again. 

When he could, Jinx looked up and met Kane’s eyes. The distress in them was plain; he 
was drowning on dry land. “Can you stand?” Kane asked. 

Jinx was about to try, then sat back down again. 

Kane nodded. “Stay here.” 


Jinx tried to stand, eyes frantic as though Kane were abandoning him on a busy 
freeway rather than on a walk on the edge of a cul-de-sac. Kane held his hand until the panic 


passed. “I won’t be a minute.” 


It turned out it wasn’t any time at all. The door opened, and for a moment Kane was 
afraid it wouldn’t be his mother, but some random stranger who had bought the house 
between then and now, and the 2800-mile trip had been for nothing. That couldn’t happen. 
Kane stared at the woman emerging from the door, but it wasn’t until she started yelling at 


him that he recognized her as his mother. 


He squeezed Jinx’s shoulder. “Mom,” he said softly. 
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She pulled back, rooted to the top stair of the front porch. She carried a broom with 
her, like all she would have to do is sweep them away. He supposed that mentality didn’t 


change, big or small town. “Who are you?” 
“Mom, it’s me, Kane,” Kane called. 


She didn’t believe him, not at first, but he stood up, away from Jinx, and her eyes 
widened. “Kane,” she said, and ran down the four steps. She hit the grass running and he was 
in her arms the next second. She seemed fragile and smaller than he remembered. Her bones 
were much closer to the surface. Once she could have picked him up and swung him around. 


Now he was afraid he was going to break her. 
“Mom, we have to go to the hospital.” 
She pulled away. “Why?” she demanded. 


“My friend,” Kane said, motioning to where Jinx sat, hugging his knees. He was older 
than Kane was, but sitting there, hugging his knees, he looked twelve. “We couldn't afford 


the medicine to make him better. We had to come home.” 
His mother covered her mouth. “Is he...sick?” 


“Yes,” Kane said, deliberately misunderstanding the question. “He has a cough. A nasty 
one. He needs antibiotics. Please, Mom, he’s really not well.” 

“Okay,” she said. “Get in the car. I'll be there in a second.” 

“Thank you,” Kane said. Jinx wasn’t looking well at all. Hed been coughing less, the 
longer the bus ride, but part of that was, Kane knew, that Jinx had just given up. It hurt too 
much to cough, so the gunk just sat there and made him worse. 

“Come on,” Kane said, and helped Jinx up. Jinx’s hand wavered like an old man’s, and 
Kane wouldn’t let him stand up alone. He supported the weight of them both, and got into 
the backseat of his mom’s old Mercury rather than have Jinx sit alone. 

It was only a five-minute drive to the hospital; they were on the same avenue, except it 


was just on the other side of the main street. He wouldn’t even let his mother park in the 
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small parking lot off to the side, but had her drive right up into the overhanging emergency 


bay. “What would people think?” she asked him as he slid across the seat. 


“I don’t know, Mom, that it was an emergency?” Kane said, controlling the slight 
annoyance that he felt. Jinx was now struggling to breathe, and losing the battle. He left his 


mother to sort out forms and payment options, and went with Jinx directly in for the x-rays. 


Within the hour, Jinx had an IV in his arm. He looked so small in the cranked up bed, 
and the oxygen tent around him looked like something out of E.T. He was asleep, and had 


been for ten minutes, but Kane didn’t want to let go of his hand. 
“Can we talk now?” his mother asked. 
Kane nodded. He supposed he owed her that, at the very least. 
“Who is he?” 
“T told you. My friend.” 
“Just your friend?” 


“I don’t think you know what that word means where I’m from, Mom. What we've 


been through? There’s no such thing as just a friend.” 

“T see.” 

Kane didn’t bother to correct her. “Is he home?” he asked, voice wavering for the first 
time. His father, John -- he hadn’t thought of him as ‘Dad’ for years -- had been gone for 
most of his childhood. Only through the support of Kane’s grandfather -- John’s dad -- could 
his mother afford to keep the house and raise her two sons. 

“Yes,” his mom said. “I’m sorry, Kane.” 

Kane looked up. His mouth twitched. “I assume you’ve talked with him.” 

“I have.” 

“Am I...” Kane almost couldn’t ask the question. He couldn’t allow himself to be 


rejected again. It would be so much easier to wait here until Jinx could breathe again and get 
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back on the shining bus to somewhere else entirely. He touched the tattoo-like burn on his 


arm. The past few years hadn’t gone well for either of them. “Am I welcome back?” 


She covered her mouth again, like she always did. John was a drunk when he was back, 
and the screaming fights were almost always one-sided. “Oh, Kane. I’m not going to turn you 
back onto the streets.” 

“That didn’t answer the question, Mom.” 

“Of course you're...” Her smile didn’t die, but with the slight hesitation in her voice it 
might as well have. “...welcome.” 

He was too tired to argue over semantics. 

The doctor came in around five to check on Jinx, who hadn’t woken yet. Kane hadn’t 
been sleeping, but dozing in his chair. There were too many noises in the hospital for him to 
truly sleep. The moment the doctor entered the room, even in his soft-soled shoes, Kane was 
awake. 

“I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it myself,” Dr. Payne said. Kane stood up. The man 
had been their family doctor for years. He didn’t look any older, but then he’d been ancient 
since Kane was a child, so that wasn’t surprising. Despite his gray hair and the crinkles 
around his eyes and mouth, he still moved like a much younger man. “I’m glad you’re home, 
Kane. Please, sit.” 

Kane did so. “Thank you, sir. Is he going to be all right?” 

“Well, it’s pneumonia,” Dr Payne said. “And quite advanced. Why didn’t you get him 
to a doctor sooner?” 

Kane shook his head. “Free clinics suck.” 

“He might have died.” 

Kane stared at him, blankly. There was nothing he could say to change that fact. Jinx 


could have, quite easily. 


Master of the Lines 4: Prodigals 43 


“But we did catch it in time,” Payne said, kind again once after he’d made his point. 


Kane closed his eyes. 

“Thank you.” 

“He'll be sleeping through the night. Why don’t we check you out now?” 

Kane put his feet up on Jinx’s bed. “I’m fine.” 

“You’ve been on the run for awhile,” Payne began reasonably. “There are parasites, 
infections...” 

“\..viruses...” Kane continued, so Payne wouldn’t have to. 

Payne nodded. “... that you could possibly have been exposed to. It’s in your best 
interest to have yourself checked out, Kane. That tattoo must have taken days to complete, 
and I doubt it was done by a professional. I assure you absolute confidentiality.” 

The mark had only taken a heartbeat to appear, but the lack of professionalism was true 
enough. “I understand that, but I feel fine,” Kane said, and crossed his arms over his chest. 

“Take the damn tests.” 

John, Kane’s father, was in the doorway of the room. He had his arms crossed over his 
chest, so Kane immediately relaxed his arms to his sides. John hadn’t shaved, and the light 
stubble on his cheeks made him look older and even more broken than he already was. John 
smelled of alcohol, raw whiskey but it was faint, like he’d only taken a shot to steady 
himself. 

“I think we’re good here, John. Why don’t you wait for me out in the reception?” 
Payne said, trying to keep his voice light. It was not exactly the best kept secret that Kane 
and John reacted to each other like water on an oil fire. 

“Tm paying for the damn room, Pll tell you where to meet me,” John snarled. 

Payne threw up his arms. “TIl be back in a couple hours,” he said. 


“Thank you, sir,” Kane said. 
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John pulled the stopper blocking the door and let it close behind the doctor. Kane 
pulled his feet off the bed. He hadn’t been aware of how tired he was, but suddenly pulling 


himself up so that he was standing was a Herculean task. 


John looked him up and down, lip curling at Kane’s clothes. The T-shirt hadn’t been as 
tight when he’d left town, but he’d filled out and now it was tighter than it probably should 
have been. The camouflage pants hid a multitude of wears and tears, stains and frays, but 
despite the hard use they were still wearable. His pair of jeans hadn’t lasted the forty-two 
hours on the bus and had gone waxy with old sweat and use. “This is what you are now,” 


John said. 


“Damn right,” Kane said. He was bigger than John was, and he felt stronger. If his old 
man tried to lay a finger on him again, Kane wouldn't be able to stop himself from breaking 
the man in two. He refrained from challenging John overtly. He still needed Jinx better, and 


his father knew it. 


“Who is he?” John asked, voice suddenly slippery. Kane wished he was on the other 


side of the bed, just so that he could stand between Jinx and John. 
“My friend,” Kane said. 
“Must be a pretty good friend.” 


Kane put his hand on Jinx’s shoulder, willing him not to wake up. He didn’t have to 
worry. Even though the antibiotics had only been working for a couple hours, Jinx’s 
breathing had already started to improve. He was so far in his dreams Kane didn’t think he 
could wake him if he wanted to. “He is,” Kane said, simply, and then he exhaled. “Do we 
have to do this now, Dad? I’m tired. I'll come see you at work tomorrow. You can yell at me 
all you want then.” 

John took a breath, obviously wanting to continue, but there was no way to win. Even 
through the closed door, Kane could hear the footsteps of other patients, hospital people. 


There was no way he could continue this the way he wanted and still maintain face. 


Master of the Lines 4: Prodigals 45 


Sometimes, small towns did have an advantage. “Tomorrow,” John said, keeping his voice 


low. 


Kane nodded, and then kept his gaze down. John stood over him for another minute, 
waiting for something, but then eventually left them. Kane waited for the door to close after 
his father, and he tracked the man’s footsteps to the main doors. It wasn’t until he heard no 
trace of him that he allowed himself to sit down again. Jinx’s face had been tight, even in his 


dream, but then relaxed once John was out of the building. 
“Yeah, me too,” Kane said, and went into the small, attached bathroom. 


The sink wasn’t large, but it was clean and he’d used much worse. Kane stripped off his 
shirt and washed off as well as he could. He was half way through when the door opened and 


the stopper was put back in its place. 


Feminine footfalls followed, and a faint perfume reached him. His mother was not one 
for change, apparently. He didn’t bother pulling the T-shirt back on, but balled it up and 
went back into the main room. 

His mother covered her mouth again. “What?” he asked, and pulled their battered pack 
out from under the bed. 

She pointed to his arm first, at the burn marks she would think was a tattoo first, then 
at the scars running along his side and back. They were from barbed wire. He’d almost had to 
roll through them to get away. They’d become infected, and if it hadn’t been for Jinx 
bringing him rainwater at the very worst part of his shakes, he probably wouldn’t have 
survived. 

“Oh,” he answered himself. He pulled out the biggest sweater he had, and pulled it over 
his head. “They’re nothing. I was being stupid.” 

“Oh, Kane. What happened to you?” 


“T survived,” he said. 
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“Your friend’s asleep, and you must be starving. They’re not going to let you spend the 
night here, Kane. Come home with me. We'll at least feed you something and let you have a 
good night's sleep.” 

“Tm staying with Jinx.” 

“Kane --” 

“Tm staying!” Kane snarled. It was stronger than he meant it to be, and he couldn't 
help give it a little more push than it needed. His mother’s eyes went glassy for a moment, 
and then she nodded. 

“If you change your mind, call us. We'll be here to pick you up.” Her voice sounded 
distant. 

Kane rubbed his face. “Thank you,” he said, feeling just slightly guilty. “If I have to, Pll 
walk. I can make it the six blocks.” 

“But it will be dark --” his mother began, and then covered her mouth again. “Of 
course, Kane. Whatever you want.” 

He walked over to where she stood and hugged her for the first time. “Thank you,” he 
said softly, and was surprised by the ferociousness in his mother’s embrace. She was near 
tears, and broke away so that she wouldn’t give in to it in front of him. Kane watched her go, 
for the first time wanting to go with her. But then Jinx turned his head and coughed, so he 
went back to him instead. 

Kane hid a yawn behind his fist, but Jinx woke up at the sound of Kane’s jaw cracking. 
He shook his head, telling Kane to go, but Kane took his hand. “I’m not leaving you,” he said. 

Jinx looked at him again. 

“And I’m not hiding in here, either.” 

Another look. Kane sighed. “Mom was great,” he said. And she was. He’d never felt the 
lack of a parent when it was just him, Heather and Patrick. Of course, Patrick spent almost as 


much time at their grandfather’s as he did at home, but Kane actually preferred those 


Master of the Lines 4: Prodigals 47 


evenings when he and his mom would play board games and watch television as Patrick was 


off hunting, fishing, or wherever. 


Jinx shifted over, and Kane joined him on the bed. It was okay, being this close, when 
Jinx was sick. Jinx could even nestle down into Kane’s armpit, his hot, wet breath touching 
his skin. The discomfort only came if Jinx tried to touch him sexually, and then Kane had to 


get away. Yet another gift given to him by Larkin. 


Payne did come back, true to his word. Jinx was awake, but not hungry, and his meal 
was still at the foot of his bed. The soup had been all Jinx had been able to get down, but 


there was no way Kane was going to eat what remained. 


“How are you feeling?” Payne asked, and it was the first time since Kane could 
remember that someone had addressed Jinx himself, rather than through Kane. Jinx blinked, 


glancing to Kane, and Kane nodded. “He’s feeling better.” 

Payne hesitated. “You don’t speak?” 

Jinx again looked to him and nodded, so Kane was free to tell him. “Jinx doesn’t speak.” 

“Very much?” 

“At all.” 

“Tm sorry, just before I came in, I thought I heard voices.” 

“That was me.” 

“Ah. Forgive me.” And again, unlike any other person, Payne went back to speaking 
with Jinx again. “You still are very sick, young man. You should have gone to a hospital 
weeks ago.” 

Jinx shook his head. “This is only about the fifth day he’s been sick,” Kane supplied. 

“Well, the infection sure took hold, then. You'll be in here a couple days while we load 
you up with antibiotics.” 


Jinx nodded. 
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“You also know that your friend can’t stay here overnight. You're already an hour past 


visiting hours.” 
Jinx grabbed Kane’s hand. 


Payne gave them both a stern look, and Kane knew it was worthless to argue the fact. 


He pulled his hand free and touched Jinx’s cheek. “You'll be all right.” 
Jinx shook his head. 


Kane left the room and headed down the darkened halls. The hustle and bustle of the 
day was gone, and it left only the low beeping sounds of monitors watching over their 
patients and the odd muffled cough from the emergency room. There was blood here, too, 
but it was antiseptic and old. He shook his head, knowing that it only felt dark because this 
was the old part of the hospital and not the new, shining expansion. He still couldn’t shake 


the feeling that he was being watched. 


A hand came down over his mouth. He was pulled back and once the door slammed 
shut behind him, they were in complete darkness. Whoever had grabbed him let him go, and 
Kane tried to run. Whoever it was grabbed his arm and threw him back, and he hit the exam 
room bench hard with his hip. It was just his luck to hit the knob that adjusted it rather than 
any part of the padding, and the pain shooting up from his hip stole his breath for a moment. 
He heard whoever it was moving behind him; and the smell came to him. Larkin. 

He refused to fumble around, but winced rather than cry out when something hit him 
in the chest. “So it’s not a complete transformation,” Larkin said, suddenly right behind him. 

Kane jerked forward, and fell against the padded exam room table again. Larkin pinned 
him down, his hand casually over Kane’s neck. While Kane’s own nails were rough and dirty 
half the time, he could feel just how sharp Larkin’s fingernails were against his skin. 

He should have been terrified. He’d been prostrated out like this, exposed, for the elder 


to finish once he was done with Jinx. Why he couldn't stop his hips from moving, trying to 
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get any amount of friction against his suddenly very hard cock was beyond him, but it felt 


exactly right, to be pinned down like this, waiting for his alpha to take him. 
He heard Larkin laugh, though it was a brief chuckle, if that. “I see,” he said. 


He should have demanded that he be let up. He should have elbowed Larkin in the 
solar plexus with the base of his elbow, and sent him flying. Instead, he reached up, over his 


head on the bench, and crossed his wrists for Larkin to take. 
“Please what, Kane?” 


Kane tried to snarl, but Larkin’s palm was over his mouth, and it muffled the sound to 
its vibrations in Kane’s throat. Larkin held him there, pressed up behind him, and then didn’t 
let him go to answer the question for at least a minute. It seemed longer, in the dark, chilly 
room. Kane did nothing to stop Larkin from kicking his legs apart, wide enough that he was 
now level with the bench. 

Kane had to say the words. He had to, but Larkin’s hand wouldn’t move. So Kane 
licked the open palm, working his tongue between two long fingers, and Larkin removed his 
hand. 

“Did you have something to say to me?” 


“Fuck me,” Kane said. He arched his back, leaving himself completely open for Larkin 


to do whatever he wanted, and he hated himself for it. 


Larkin ran his wet palm over Kane’s lower belly. His shirt had been rucked up, and the 
exposed skin on skin contact hurt -- but in the slow, intense way that went straight to his 
groin. 

Larkin bent over. His dick was nestled right up against Kane’s ass, and he leaned right 
down to Kane’s ear. “No,” he whispered, and his teeth stung the lobe of Kane’s ear. “You’re 


not ready yet.” 


But even as he spoke, he reached into Kane’s loose pants, and unzipped them with a 


practiced hand. He worked his fist, still slick from Kane licking it, over Kane’s cock, and 
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within seconds Kane had to bite into his wrist to keep from screaming again. He was coming, 
liquid heat spreading through his belly and thighs, and it was nothing, nothing, nothing like 
the awkward fumbles, trying to be quiet so that no one would know. He was sobbing, unable 
to stop his hips from riding Larkin’s fist, and the blood in his mouth from where he’d bitten 


down was too much. 


Larkin held him until the last shudder finished, then took Kane’s bloody wrist. Kane, 
even half senseless, tried to pull away, but Larkin wouldn’t let it go. “I’ve earned it,” he 
snarled, and the familiar feeling of being pulled from was back. Larkin drank, not nearly as 


much as he could have, and then licked the wound until it stopped bleeding. 
“Go,” Larkin said. “No one will harm what is yours. You have my word on that.” 


Kane held the wrist to his body, though it no longer hurt. “Thank you,” he said, and 
fumbled his way to the door. Doctor Payne was at the nursing station as he approached, and 


the man glanced at his watch. “I thought you'd left half an hour ago,” he said. 


Kane couldn't look at him. The light which the doctor stood under was too bright and 
hurt Kane‘s eyes. He couldn't really focus on anything until he felt the cold, crisp evening 


air on his face and he'd left the bright lights of the parking lot. 


His father wasn’t home. His mother was waiting for him by the blue light of the 
television. The house smelled of food. Meat, potato, a huge salad, and half a loaf of bread. 
He’d forgotten what fresh bread tasted like. She sat down with him as he ate, and kept his 


milk glass full. 


He held up the glass. Milk. Cold milk. For all the times in his childhood that he’d 
rather have had juice or pop he wanted to go back and kick that stupid child. Half the time, 
in the shelters when he could convince Jinx to come in, they either served the atrocious 


powdered milk or worse, from a box. When he’d been with Larkin, it had always been wine. 


“Are you done?” his mother asked. 
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Kane looked down to the dregs of the meal. “Yes,” he said, but he was still hungry, 
even though he knew there was no more room in his stomach. Something still gnawed at 
him. 

“Were you...” she didn’t ask. Kane leaned in. Despite the hunger that remained, he was 
warm, safe, and relatively out of danger. The orgasm at the hospital, combined with the real 


food in his stomach, left him feeling more than a little drunk. 
“Go on,” he said. “You can ask me.” 


She looked down at her hands. The wedding ring, a huge rock on a band that had been 
resized three times to a smaller size, made her fingers look daintier than they were. Her 


mouth twitched, and she covered it by clearing her throat. “Were you safe out there?” 


That wasn’t what he’d expected her to ask. She’d always been frank with him, even 
when her cheeks burned a bright scarlet and she’d talked to him about sex and protection. 
John had been gone for most of his teenage years, and the years without him had been so 
much better than the years with. “Mostly,” he said, honestly. It was the boredom of the days 
melding into days, one after the other with nothing changing except the weather that he’d 


hated. 
“Why didn’t you ever come home? Or call me?” 


The door slammed shut. Kane’s spine locked, and his mouth twitched like hers had. 


“Get out of here, you little bastard,” John snarled. Kane left his plate and went. 


k k k k k 


Jinx woke up half way through the night, aroused and sweating. He was still tired, but 
couldn’t sleep any more, not with the jumbled images of Kane in a dark room. He took a 


breath and was able to fill more of his lungs than before. 


He feigned sleep for the nurse’s check, then slid out of bed. He didn’t like putting his 


feet down on the cold tiles and leapt as far away as he could. Icy-cold pain lanced into his 
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arm, and for a moment he thought it was something under the bed had caught him. But then 
he realized it was the tubing in his arm. He bit back the cry that would bring the nurses and 


the dead to him. 


The room overlooked a park. He moved to the window, gingerly bringing the pole 


with him, and leapt back. 
The vampire staring back at him, Kane’s Larkin, bared his teeth. 


Jinx fell back, this time watching where the pole was. “Come here,” Larkin crooned. “I 


won't hurt you, and I think we should. ..talk.” 


Jinx pulled back again. He’d felt this one with Kane, down the hall when they were 
together. The word in his head, the actual, hard, this-has-meaning word seemed wrong. And 
Kane had let it be done to him. They’d been together and hot, and Kane had spilled. Through 
it all, Jinx had felt as though it had happened to him. He still felt a little hard when he 
thought about it. Kane had needed. And Jinx hadn’t been there. 

Larkin began swaying back and forth, like a snake. Kane was a mongoose. Jinx wasn't. 
He was more like a helpless small animal that only sometimes made it back to its burrow. “I 
gave Kane my word that you would not be harmed, and I swear that you will not be.” 

“Swear on what?” Jinx wanted to know, but then shocked himself by actually saying 
the words. He clamped his hand down over his mouth. It wasn’t that he didn’t speak; he 
couldn’t. The words were jumbled inside his head when he tried to put the proper meaning 
into them, but he’d said a full coherent sentence. 

Larkin smiled. “You feel it, too. The lines are here and you can feel them.” 

Why? Jinx wanted to ask, but he was empty again. 

“Come outside.” Larkin whispered, stepping away. 

And Jinx did. How he got away from his IV or -- more importantly -- through the glass 
window, he didn’t know. But suddenly, the dewy grass was soaking his too-long pajama 


bottoms. The older part of the hospital backed onto a park, complete with swing sets and 
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plastic climbing things, but it had been the location of the old, old hospital. Back when the 
medical equipment had been handsaws and rough alcohol. The dead remained as shades in 
the park. Jinx wondered if that was the reason the park looked abandoned despite the new 


feel to the equipment. 


Then Larkin was back, or maybe Jinx had been the one to go away. The air here only 


smelled of night, not humans. 


“You don’t belong here,” Larkin said. He was right behind Jinx, his hands on Jinx’s 
hips. His lips brushed Jinx’s skin on the back of his neck when he spoke. Jinx had belonged to 
Larkin’s alpha for so long he could barely remember not being property. It had taken him 


months to stop craving the first piercing of skin and the long, strong pulls that followed. 


Let me go, he wanted to say, but the words scattered before he could open his mouth. 
The crystal structure that held their meanings shattered. He did open his mouth, but all that 


came out was a dissatisfied grunt. 


“It will come, little Jinx. It’s weak here. You will be able to store your words soon, if 
you do what I say.” 

Jinx spat. 

Larkin pulled Jinx’s hips back. Jinx felt Larkin’s cock nestle up against the small of his 
back, and he fought to get away. Larkin didn’t smell of Kane; if he had, Jinx didn’t know if 
that would have made him stronger or weaker. He should have been dripping with Kane’s 
smells that had been denied to him since they'd been together, but there was nothing. Jinx 
stopped fighting. 

“Don't be like that,” Larkin admonished, rocking his hips. “Kane doesn’t belong here, 
and neither do you. It will be his idea to continue east. You only have to go with it.” 

The soft rocking, along with the just-a-little-too-tight grasp, didn’t help the thickness 
inside Jinx go away. Kane might have resisted, but Jinx wasn’t a mongoose at all. The pain 


would sting, but only once. 
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“What the hell?” Jinx heard, and then there were awful, bouncing lights on him, 
blinding him. Flashlights, the voice supplied him. And security guards. He remembered 
security guards from before, when they swept through the safe place Kane had found for 
them and pushed them out into the cold again. 

This one, however, caused Larkin to disappear into the darkness and the dead shades. 
“What are you doing out here?” the guard asked. He was an older man with silver hair, and 
he was armed only with a flashlight. His voice was gentle, more than even the most 
sympathetic guard. When he touched Jinx’s shoulder there was no pain. “Come back inside, 


young man. You'll catch your death out here.” 
Jinx touched his neck, knowing he’d already caught it. 


The nurse at the station jumped up when they came inside through the front doors. 
The nurse came around the desk, his white scrubs very different from how dark his skin was, 


and he took Jinx’s elbow from the guard. “What are you doing out of bed?” 


Jinx blinked. The nurse waited for him to answer, then looked at the guard. “He was 


out by the park.” 
“Well, he didn’t come by me. Check to see if any of the fire doors have malfunctioned.” 
The guard touched his forehead. “Will do. Take care of this one.” 


“Will do.” Xavier, his name tag said. Jinx held open his arm, to show Xavier the spot 
the IV had gone. The tape had left pink marks around the puncture wound, but the wound 


itself had closed with a little silver dot of a scar. 


He also wasn’t coughing. The urge was still there, but it was mostly from irritation, and 


not from the walrus sitting on his chest. 
Xavier took his arm, then his other. There wasn’t a mark on the right arm. 
“What happened?” 
Jinx stared. 


“Well, come back to bed, darling. I'll put the needle back in.” 
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That’s hardly an incentive, Jinx wanted to say. He also wanted Kane, but followed 
Xavier back to his room. 

The IV bag was empty. The tape that had secured he needle had been neatly folded 
back and the needle itself looked...Jinx shuddered. Clean. Licked clean. If Xavier tried to put 
it back into his arm, Jinx would scream until the shades in the park woke. 

But, of course, Xavier didn’t. He used a clean needle, the plastic wrappings letting out a 
sigh as it broke sterility. Jinx knew that he didn’t need any more drugs, but he humored 


Xavier long enough for him to put the needle back in. 


Before going to visit Jinx, Kane walked down to his father’s car dealership. Or, rather, 
his grandfather’s. It was only ten in the morning, but already the three salesmen were out 
playing cards in the staff lunchroom. When John was in town, he got the best office. When 
he wasn’t, it was used as a storage room. It gave the office an odd abandoned feel, even when 
John was there. 

Leather chairs and musty invoices were the smells of his father’s office, and had been 
ever since Kane was a child. And always whiskey. That wasn’t a new smell, either. 

John wasn’t looking at him. Kane could count on one hand the number of times John 
actually looked him in the eye, but when he cleared his throat, John looked up. His blue eyes 
were bloodshot. Blue eyes. Like his mother. Like his brother, now presumably at school. 

Kane had brown eyes. Dark, chocolate brown. He’d been born eight months after his 


parents wedding. There was nothing unusual about that. 
But he knew. 
And John knew he knew. 
“Who was he?” Kane asked. 
“No one of any importance whatsoever.” 


“And me?” 
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John looked away, but only to grab his check book. 


Kane felt as though he’d been punched. Or maybe it was that he’d just always been 
punched, and any moment the first rush of cool, fresh air would fill his lungs for the first 


time. 


“How much?” Kane asked, the voice in his throat strangled. “How much am I worth to 


get out of your life?” 


Ten thousand dollars, apparently. Kane didn’t know so many zeros could fit on a check. 


He felt vaguely satisfied. 
“Dad?” he said, using the name he hadn’t in years. 
John ripped out the check, hand wavering. “What?” 
“Fuck you.” Kane stood up. 


John crumpled the check in his hand, and Kane only wished he’d had the chance to rip 


it up first. “Tve never asked you for anything, and I’m not going to now.” 
“Except pay for your lover’s medical bills.” 
Kane didn’t correct him, though he did feel a stab of guilt. “Except for that.” 
John threw the crumpled check in the garbage. “Don’t come back.” 
“Wasn't planning on it,” Kane snapped, and left. 


He missed the feeling of his back pack over his shoulder. He missed Jinx’s easy steps 
beside him. It was wrong for him to be alone. It was a fifteen-minute walk to the hospital; 
Kane did it in ten. 

Jinx looked thrilled to see him. He was a thousand times better than he had been. A 
million. He was shining now, like before. It was as though he’d never gotten sick. “You ready 
to go?” 

Jinx nodded, overly enthusiastic. 


Kane sat down beside him on the bed. “I’m sorry to drag you into this.” 
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Jinx shrugged. Kane pulled him to him, and then rubbed foreheads with him. 


Footsteps came from the hall. They stopped at his door, and Kane smelled his mother’s 


perfume. John must have called her. 


“You could have told me,” Kane said, but didn’t turn around. “You didn’t think that 


would have helped me at all?” 
“John didn’t want you to know.” 
“Who was he?” 
His mother’s mouth tightened. “Just a high school sweetheart.” 
“Why does John hate him so much?” 
His mother sat down. “He didn’t hate him, darling, not back then. It’s complicated.” 
“No, Mom, it really isn’t.” 
She took a deep breath. “Before us, they were together.” 


Kane looked at her. She was just like any of the other of the moms he’d known 
growing up. Maybe a little prettier than some, maybe a little slower to thicken at the waist, 
but it was hard to imagine his mother as young. And as someone who would be involved in 
such a complicated love triangle. Luckily, his brain short-circuited before he had a chance to 


even think of it much further, for his own protection. 
“Have you kept in touch?” 


She pulled out a battered postcard. “He moved to New York with his sister. I got this a 


few months later, but by then I was already married, and...” 


The address was written in the same careful block print as the rest of the message. 


“Hank,” Kane read. “You were dating a guy named Hank?” 


She stood up. “It never suited him.” She reached into her purse and pulled out another 


envelope. “Take it.” 


Kane shook his head. Jinx pulled away. 
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“Kane, please. It is enough to at least get you to New York and keep you off the streets. 


Please.” 
Jinx pulled on his shirt. “You sure?” Kane asked. 


A nod. Kane took the money. “There are two bus tickets there. When youre ready, you 


should go.” 
“I won't come back,” Kane said. 
His mother leaned over and kissed the top of his head. “I hope you don’t mean that.” 
“John made himself very clear on the subject.” 


“John can go stuff himself. He usually does. It’s my house, in my name, and you, Kane, 


are welcome back any time you want.” 

“Thanks,” he said, and refused to flush. 

She stuck her hand out to Jinx. “It was very nice meeting you, young man,” she said. 

Jinx stared at the hand for a second, then up at her, before carefully putting his own 
hand in hers. She closed her fingers around his, carefully, and shook it once. 

“We good?” Kane asked. 

Jinx nodded. He pulled the IV out of his arm. It should have bled more, but Jinx just 
put his finger over it as they walked, and eventually Kane stopped smelling his blood. No one 


tried to stop them as they left the hospital. It was almost as though they’d become ghosts 


again. Ghosts that good people couldn’t see. 
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Chapter Four 


Vision knocked on the door. Lagrishe kept him waiting, though Vision had heard the 
infrared cameras tracking his entrance to the house. Lagrishe answered the door himself, and 


for a moment, they just stood there. 


“May I come in?” Vision asked finally. It was Lagrishe’s house, and Vision supposed he 


was due the formality. 


Only then did Lagrishe step back. He looked older, frailer, and Vision could feel how 


much his lines had weakened. “Thank you for coming, Vision.” 


“Thank you for inviting me.” The formality felt wrong, not something he was entirely 
comfortable with. He felt stronger, and from the way Lagrishe’s body language changed, 
Lagrishe felt it, too. Still, he was welcomed with the highest level of formality into the dark 


sunroom off the dining room. 


There was a simple love seat and chair in front of a mosaic table. It was a little more 
proper than outdoor furniture and the white cushions were soft, but it still bothered Vision 


slightly that he hadn’t been invited into the house proper. 


“I am surprised to find you alone.” 
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“Hm,” Vision said. If Lagrishe was expecting anything else, Vision kept his face 
pleasantly blank. In truth, Hanz was with Lyall, and they were shopping for a car. 

Lagrishe waited for Vision to sit first before joining him. 

“So many things have changed,” he said. “It is a different world these days. Elders being 
killed, young ones becoming lieutenants. This is not the old way.” 

“Times change,” Vision said. “We've always adapted along with it.” 

The door opened, and Seraph -- Steve, Vision corrected himself -- entered with a tea 
tray. He looked better. Still pale; they all were pale, but he had energy Vision hadn’t seen 
since they whored together in Boston. Steve looked up, seeing who was sitting beside his 
new master, and smiled. 

“I forgot you knew each other,” Lagrishe said, forcing the lie on them in the social 
setting. “He’s learning how to serve.” 

Vision couldn’t quite force himself to smile back at Steve, but was a little glad he 
looked at peace. “How’s Joe?” He wasn’t sure if they were lovers, although they probably 
were by now. Vision been with Hanz as Hanz had dropped Steve and Joe in front of the big 
house to report for duty, and Steve had put his arm around Joe’s shoulders as they walked in. 

Steve’s smile grew wider. He put down the tray and poured Lagrishe a cup of strong tea 
first. “Very well, sir. Thank you for asking.” 

Lagrishe leaned forward and dropped two lumps -- honest-to-god sugar lumps, the 
likes of which Vision hadn’t seen in years -- into his tea. “Try this brew. I made it myself.” 
Lagrishe picked up his cup. “You can have Steve, if you want,” he finished, distractedly. 

Steve looked up, alarmed. 

“That is also the old way,” Vision said firmly. 

“Soon he'll have us feeding from blood bags and asking permission to take from our 


lines.” 
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“Keeping things the way they are will lead to complete war, Lagrishe,” Vision said. “If 
you can’t keep what you can hold, then someone will take it anyway, with or without the 


conclave’s permission.” 
“So you're proposing controlled anarchy?” 
“If that’s what it takes.” 


Lagrishe snorted, and sat back, tea all but forgotten. “Your ass has belonged to Janus for 


a long time now, hasn’t it?” 
“You can go, Steve,” Vision said, not looking away from Lagrishe. “Thank you.” 
“Sir,” Steve said, and left the tray where it sat. 
“Careful, Vision,” Lagrishe said. “You forget yourself in my house.” 


“I haven’t forgotten a thing.” Vision leaned back as well. His lines were everywhere, 
and he felt them gather at his growing irritation. “You asked me here. I came, then you 
insulted me in front of your help. That isn’t even the old way to win friends and influence 
people.” 

“I asked you here to speak with the de facto second-in-command of the new conclave. 
And I haven’t forgotten that people standing between you and power have a mysterious way 


of ending up as dust in a central vac. But if you're just going to toe the new party lines --” 


“Tm not your enemy,” Vision said. “But you’d do better to build up your alliances than 


try to bypass the inevitable outcome.” 
“And you? To whom do you belong?” 
Vision shook his head. “No one. My lines are stable. I will not help or hinder anyone.” 
“Janus is not trying to cherry pick his new conclave?” 


Vision stood up, growing tired of the questions. “No, he isn’t. Which is too bad, 
Lagrishe, because if he were, you would be on it. You have a huge amount of experience and 


knowledge. Janus would be very lucky to have you with him. But it’s not up to him, and it’s 
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not up to me, either. So if you would excuse me, the night grows short and I would like to 


hunt before it is over.” 


“You’ve always had a silver tongue,” Lagrishe said, but stood up with him. “If I had 


found you before Gabriel, I think things would have been much different.” 


“If you’d found me before Gabriel had, one of us wouldn’t be here today,” Vision said, 


but clasped Lagrishe on the shoulder. “But I appreciate the sentiment. I'll see myself out.” 


Lagrishe waved him off. 


Vision had made it to the end of the walk when he heard his name being called. Steve 
ran across the yard to him. He looked, and smelled, like a much younger vampire, and the 
pity Vision felt for the empty half-life in which Gabriel had kept him was only slightly 
tinged with Vision’s own guilt. 

“Yes?” 

Steve stopped, a foot away. “I...um...” 

Vision waited. 

Steve shook his head, flushing. At least Lagrishe kept him well fed. “You look good.” 

“Thank you.” Vision said. 

“And you...feel good. I can feel how strong you are.” 

“Again, thanks.” 


Steve exhaled. “I don’t want to be property again. I mean, okay, fine, whatever, I 
probably deserve to be property again, and I accept that, but I don’t want Joe to be property. 
It’s not fair for him, ’cause I dragged him here. If...if Lagrishe goes down, can we belong to 
you?” 


“I thought we were working on this whole loyalty thing, Steve.” 
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“No! TIl support Lagrishe until the end and I swear I'll never betray him. But I can feel 
how weak he is, and I know this isn’t going to be resolved on the strength of his alliances. If 


you won’t take me, that’s fine; like I said, I deserve it, but at least promise me you'll take 


» 


Joe. 


“You know you've had your last chance with me,” Vision said, slowly. “But I don’t 
want to see you regress. If Lagrishe falls, and if you can swear to me you had nothing to do 
with it -- and in fact did everything in your power, including laying down your life if that 


was what it took -- I swear Pll take Joe. And you, if you're still around.” 


Steve closed his eyes. “Thank you,” he whispered, and touched his throat. 


Vision opened the door himself, sliding into the cool leather interior of the car. Janus 


shifted in the seat. “How did it go?” he asked. 
“Lagrishe is afraid.” 
“He should be. He needs so much more than the rest of us, just to function.” 
“Offer him an exception, he’ll eat from your palm.” 
“Until he rips my hand off.” 
“Well, that goes without saying.” 
“What would you do?” 


“Truthfully? Pd stake him right now. But Pm not you. You'll give him a chance to 


prove himself.” 
“Tm glad we got that sorted out. Can I drop you off at home?” 
“No. You need to be bled again.” 
“What makes you say that?” 


Vision took his hand and pressed it against the darkened windows. The glass vibrated 


ever so slightly but still noticeably to Janus’s frequency. “Oh.” 
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Vision sat back. “Yeah.” 


But Janus was still looking at him. Vision felt it, even after he closed his eyes. He 


wanted to hunt, but only wanted to hunt with Hanz. 
“Do you know what would happen if you ever betrayed me?” Janus asked. 


Vision opened his eyes and sat up. The question surprised him but then didn’t. He 
thought he knew Janus, thought he recognized a question that had just occurred to Janus 


rather than something he’d been mulling on for days. “No,” he said. 


“Neither do I,” Janus said, cocking his head to the side. “But I don’t think I want to 


know.” 
“Your faith in me is staggering.” 
“The sad part of that is that’s true. It is.” 
“Good.” 


As the car started moving, he took out his phone and dialed Hanz’s number. Hanz 


answered immediately. 
“Sir?” 
“You still in the city?” 
“We're in the garage, sir.” 
“Come get me. IIl be at your sister’s” 
“Of course, sir. Does Janus require Lyall?” 


The phone was quiet, but Janus must have heard. Janus shook his head, so Vision said, 


“No.” 


Vision hung up. “Hunting?” Janus asked. The car rolled to a stop, but he made no move 


to open the door. 
“It’s been a while. You forget who you are in suits and ties.” 


“And Hanz? That’s still good?” 
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Vision stroked his throat. “We’re still good.” 


Janus sighed. “Yeah.” He got out of the car, and Vision followed him up the stairs. They 
knocked, waited, and stood back. Normally it took Jess a few minutes, even when she 


ordinarily was up this early on her way to work. 


This time, the door was almost yanked off its hinges. “It’s about bloody time,” Jess 


growled at them, but softly. Like she was trying not to wake someone up. 


Vision got a bad feeling. Not about something that was wrong, although something 


was, but there was something rotten in her house, and it was sickening. 
Janus felt it too. “What happened?” Janus asked. 


“Not what, who,” Jess snarled. “I came home and they were sitting on my steps. 


Where’s Hanz?” 
“On his way,” Vision said. “Jess, what -- who --” 


Jess pressed her fists against her eyes. “You, come with me and be quiet.” She turned to 


Janus. “And you can just sit and wait.” 


Janus, quite cowed, obeyed. Vision walked down the small hall through the archway 


into the living room. 


The two boys, and they were boys, although they’d probably both already reached the 
age of human majority, were sleeping in each other’s arms like puppies. The taller of the two 
had his arm over the blanket. The black mark -- Vision wasn’t fooled into thinking it was a 
tattoo for a second -- swirled and twisted on his skin. Different grades of black, some so 
shiny it reflected the orange light from the streetlight outside, and other sections absorbed 


even that. 
He’d done something horribly bad, and had been marked for it. Not marked, Vision 
realized. He’d been made into chum. It would draw lesser vampires to him to take the power 


of the mark for their own. 
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The second thing he noticed, once he could tear his eyes away from the horrible 
blackness, was that the young man was wearing Hanz’s face. 

Not perfectly, of course. He was younger than Hanz was, and not just because of the 
softness sleep gives to mortals. He was prettier, too. His chin wasn’t as square and his 
cheekbones were higher. There was a refinement to his features that Hanz didn’t have. The 
hair was the same, and Vision could finally see what Hanz would have looked like with the 
spattering of freckles that now were only ghosts over his cheeks and bridge of his nose. 

“Who is he?” Vision asked, still slightly stunned. 

“My nephew,” Jess said, and then waited a second. “Hanz’s son.” 

Vision stared at her. “You are kidding.” 

“Nope. He had an ex-girlfriend. His ex-boyfriend dumped him for her. They were both 
spoiled; I thought they’d be perfect for each other.” 

“Where did he come from? What did he do?” 

“I didn’t ask that. Hanz’s boy, Kane, told me they’d been on a bus for over a week. The 
other, Jinx, is still recovering from a bout of pneumonia that almost killed him.” 

Vision approached, carefully. He reached out, very much against his better judgment, 
and touched the boy’s forehead. 

Living tissue was so warm. Kane felt cold to him. As waxy as Hanz’s skin when he’d 
slipped into the deepest sleep and nothing Vision could do would wake him. It was a death- 
like sleep, and he drew his hand back so he didn’t have to touch the boy’s dreams. 

“He’s in a great deal of trouble.” 


. . cc ” 
Jess was in pain. “I know. 


They returned to the table. Jess, always the practical one, bled Janus while they waited. 
She must have been distracted, because it took three times to get the needle in. Janus’s very 


patient “Ow,” told her each time she’d put the needle in too far. 
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Hanz let himself in without knocking, and went straight to the kitchen. “Why does it 


feel like death in here?” he asked. 
Vision stood. “I don’t even know how to tell you this.” 


Hanz tried to smile, but all that came out was a quick grimace. “Open your mouth. 


Words come out.” 
Vision glanced to Jess, who nodded. “I'll take you.” 
“Take me where?” 
Vision laid his finger on Hanz’s lips. 


Vision took Hanz into the living room. Kane had, in the meantime, tucked his arm 


back under the blanket, so the sense of wrongness was still strong, but muffled. 
“Oh,” Hanz said. 
“His name is Kane. Do you recognize him?” 
“Of course I do. He looks like his mother.” 
“No, darling. He really doesn’t.” 


Kane’s eyes opened. For a moment, they stared eye to eye. His eyes were chocolate 
brown. Vision knew them like he knew the feeling of Hanz’s skin on his. Not that Kane was 
awake. He continued staring, not at Hanz, but at Vision, and then rolled over and snuggled 


next to his mate. 

Hanz made a clicking sound. “She never told me.” 

“Tm sorry.” 

Hanz didn’t say anything for a while. “I can’t imagine it was her idea. I know John. 
Well, I knew him, at least.” He went to the bed. 

“Jess said not to wake them.” 


Hanz stared at him balefully and sat down beside them. 
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Kane woke immediately. He put his arm, the clean one, over the other boy, as though 


that were enough to protect him. They both looked completely exhausted. 
“Who are you?” Kane demanded. “What do you want?” 


Hanz didn’t touch his face, but Vision saw he wanted too. “I think I’m your father,” he 
said. “If Heather sent you.” 

Kane nodded. “She did,” he said, and touched Hanz’s forearm. “You’re one of them, 
aren't you?” 

Hanz’s turn to nod. He didn’t ask what Kane was talking about. Instead, he tugged the 
blanket down an inch until the mark on Kane’s shoulder was exposed. “What happened?” 


Kane looked up at Vision for the first time, awake. “I killed one of you,” he said. “One 


like him.” 
Hanz turned, following Kane’s gaze. “Like him? An elder, you mean?” 
“They called him the alpha, but yeah, like him.” 
“You killed an elder?” Hanz repeated. 


“To be perfectly fair, he was attempting to kill me at the time,” Kane said, the dry, droll 


voice a perfect match. 
“May I ask how?” 


“Jinx had stabbed him before. He was dumb enough to leave the blade in his chest 


while he was trying to drink me. I made the hole larger.” 
“You pulled out his heart with your bare hand?” Hanz asked, his voice in awe. 
Kane wasn’t looking at Hanz, but at Vision. “Yes.” 


“This is Vision,” Hanz said, and for an instant, Vision wondered how Hanz would 
introduce him, but Hanz didn’t hesitate. “He’s my master. You have nothing to fear from 


him. 


Kane’s mouth twitched. 
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Hanz stood up. “Vision is not like that. You’re welcome to come back with us, or stay 


with Jess.” 


Jinx shook his head. Kane wasn’t even looking at him, but his ear twitched when Jinx 


did it. He turned. “You want to stay here?” he asked. 

Jinx didn’t say anything. He didn’t even move, but Kane nodded. “We'll stay here.” 

Hanz nodded, too, but Vision saw his shoulders tense. 

“We've got to go,” Vision said, eventually. 

Hanz was going to wave him off, but stood up instead. The sun was rising earlier each 
morning, and he knew it. “Yes, sir,” he said. He touched Kane’s cheek. “We'll be back 
tonight, I promise. I’m...sorry, Kane. I really am. If Pd known...” He didn’t finish. 

Kane nodded a final time, acknowledging the apology, if obviously not ready to accept 
it quite yet. “Hanz,” Vision said softly. 

Jess had already finished bleeding Janus by the time they returned. She followed them 
out into the yard. “You,” she said, turning on Hanz. “You'd better tell me right now you 
didn’t know he existed.” 

“I didn’t,” Hanz said. 

“If you're lying to me, if you traded yourself for me and you had a child --” 

Hanz tried to grab her wrists, and was less than successful at it. “I’m telling you, I 
didn’t know. Heather never told me anything.” 

She whacked him on the shoulder. “You unbelievable bastard.” 

“It wouldn’t have helped, Jess. How could it have helped? You knew he existed before I 
did, and if you weren't here, if you were like me, he never would have found us. Jess, I 
wouldn't have changed a thing.” 


Jess’s eyes were red. She wasn’t crying, not yet, but that might have just been the anger 


holding them back. 


70 Angela Fiddler 


She turned on Vision. “If you don’t take care of my brother, I will tear your heart out 
myself,” she snarled. 


Vision raised his hands. “I strongly suspect that might incinerate you where you stand,” 


he said. 
“TI take that chance,” she said, chewing out each word. 


Hanz took her by the elbow and led her away. Not that he had to. She was spent. “If 


you're quite finished threatening the love of my life, we have to go, sis.” 

Jess stayed on the steps as they drove away. “Love of your life?” Vision asked. 

“Do you have a problem with that?” Hanz snarled, staring Vision down. Despite all that 
had happened, Vision couldn't help but respond. He looked away. 

“No.” 

Hanz was silent. Vision looked back up. “Are you okay?” 

Hanz shook his head. “I had a son.” 

“He’s not quite dead yet.” 

“No. But he’s not fully here, either.” 

“Whatever happens, we’ll take care of it.” 

“I have your word on that?” 

Vision paused. “Since when have you ever needed my word?” 

Hanz shifted in his seat. “Please, master, just...may I have it?” 

The words had weight. Vision chose them carefully. “You have my word, Hanz. We'll 
take care of him. Pll take care of him.” 

Hanz shifted back. “Thank you, sir.” 


“You done being all --” Vision waved his wrist. Formal was the wrong word. Supplicate 
was too. Hanz had only once forgotten his place, and that had been quite deliberate. Vision 


didn’t like Hanz begging. “Td do anything for you.” 
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“I know,” Hanz said. 


They got home far too late to hunt. Hanz ordered a feeder, who barely spoke. He 
trembled as Vision bit down, and the trembling stopped. The blood was sweet. He drank his 


fill, then Hanz took the feeder from him. 


The blood created a buzz in Vision, leaving him slightly light-headed. It wasn’t from 
alcohol; that was a much different, out-of-control energy. Hanz didn’t look like he felt it. 


Vision waited for the feeder to leave, then kissed off the blood still on Hanz’s lips. 
Hanz pointed to the bed. “Take off your clothes as you’re going to the bed, sir.” 
“The bed?” Vision asked. 
“I feel like screwing you into the mattress. If that’s okay.” 


Vision dropped his suit where it fell. Because he could. Hanz, for once, left it on the 


ground. “Lie down,” Hanz said. 


Vision did. He pulled his pillow to his chest, hugging it, and Hanz didn’t say anything 
about giving it up. “I could fuck you,” Hanz said, casually. He ran his fingers down Vision’s 


back. 
“I really wish you would.” 


Hanz slapped him, lightly with an open palm. “You want to watch that tongue of 


yours.” 
Vision didn’t answer. He bit the inside of his mouth, instead. 
“Are you comfortable?” Hanz moved behind Vision. 
“Yes,” Vision said, but left off the smart answer. 
“Would you be more comfortable if your legs were spread?” 


Well, that was a no-brainer. He spread them. The buzz in his system combined with 
the thrill of being so exposed to Hanz was almost too much for him. When Hanz put his 


hand over Vision’s cock, Vision all but yelped. 
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It took him a moment to get the muscle trembles under control. He heard Hanz sliding 
down, and then felt Hanz slide his tongue over his testicles. Vision pressed his face into the 


pillow until he starved his body of the oxygen it needed to orgasm. 


Hanz slowly slid his tongue up, over and around the base of Vision’s testicles. It was 
wet and hot but strong, and the way it flickered over his skin first hard, then soft, teasing 
and then insistent, was about as much as Vision could take. He began tensing, so close to 


coming he was panting, when Hanz pulled away. 


Vision snarled, loud enough that the walls shook. Not that it cowed Hanz. “I asked you 


earlier, sir. I could fuck you.” 
“Is there an and or an orcoming?” Vision asked, but kept his voice soft. 


Hanz slid forward and kissed the sensitive spot behind Vision’s testicles again. He 
gripped Vision’s hips, holding him still, and then moved his tongue up the perineum. Vision 
tried to jerk away out of surprise, but Hanz held him steady. The first swipe of his tongue 
against the already too-sensitive skin was like a jolt of electricity. Hanz licked him again, 
another broad and wide pass, and then stuck his tongue inside, carefully working its way past 
the ring of muscle. 

Vision bucked again, but the harder he fought to get away, Hanz simply held him 
tighter. “Sir,” Hanz said, warningly. He worked his tongue in and out. The feeling of the 
slippery tongue moving was nothing like either a finger or a cock. Vision was going out of 
his mind. “Sir, are you listening to me?” 


“Yes,” Vision hissed. 


Hanz kissed the small of his back. “I could let you go, sir, if you want me to jerk your 
cock while I’m doing this, but you have to promise me you'll stay still. Can you promise me 


that?” 


“Yes,” Vision hissed again. 
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Hanz let go with one hand. He kissed his way back down, working his tongue back and 
forth. Vision tensed, not able to stop himself, but Hanz didn’t hold him down again. “Very 
good. If you want to, sir, you can go ahead and grab the bed frame, if it will make it easier for 


» 


you. 

The wrought iron had gouges in it from handcuffs. It would be so easy to reach up and 
grab it, but if he gave himself something to strain against, he’d probably not be able to stop 
himself from moving. Instead, Vision buried his head into the pillow. 

“Your choice, sir,” Hanz said. He carefully wrapped his fist around Vision’s cock, 
teasingly, and Visions shuddered again, but kept still. “Td say it was a wise one.” 

Vision swallowed. “Please,” he said. 

“Please what?” 

“Please, I want to, I want --” Even to say the word would cause a subconscious order to 
thrust. 

“Say it, Vision.” 

“Let me,” Vision whispered, and then bit into the pillow as Hanz went back to licking 
him. He wouldn’t move his fist, infuriatingly giving Vision just enough pleasure that he 
almost couldn’t help himself. 

He took a deep breath. Then two, then relaxed. His entire body was so much on the 
verge of coming. Another deep breath, and a warm sense of calm from the middle of the 
storm overtook him. He could feel it from the roots of his hair to the sweat trickling down 
between his toes. “I want to thrust, Hanz -- please -- may I?” 

Hanz kissed him again. “Since you asked so nicely, sir, of course you may.” 

Vision remained still, savoring the calm. He was coming, and being able to move, 
pushing into Hanz’s tight hand while Hanz was still licking him was about the best feeling 


he’d ever experienced. 
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And he came, peaking for what seemed like forever. Hanz was jerking himself off, too. 
Vision felt the motion by his thigh. He wished, in a distant sort of way that he was with it 
enough to offer Hanz a hand, but closing his eyes and letting his entire body shut down was 


about all he could handle. 
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Chapter Five 


Janus’s cell phone rang before sunset. He groped for it, leaving Lyall asleep where he 
lay. He took the phone into the living room before answering it. The sun was still up, and 
not even close to setting yet. 

“What?” he snarled. 

“Someone is on my land.” 


Janus didn’t recognize the voice, but it sounded old. One of the elders, no doubt. “You 
happen to live in a city,” Janus said, fighting to keep his voice calm. “Td imagine there are 
several people on your land right now.” 

“Humans do not drain my lines. These are vampires. Janus, if this is your doing, Ill see 
you exposed.” 

Janus rubbed his face. Vision would have known to whom he was speaking with in 
seconds. He would have known his name, his position, and where his corpses were buried. 
Janus was left floundering. 

“It’s not my doing,” Janus said. “But I will have someone look into it. Would you like to 


continue threatening me, now?” He kept his voice flat, letting the tone itself be a warning. 
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There was a pause, as though whoever the hell it was suddenly remembered who he 
was speaking to. “Forgive me. As you can imagine, this is the very last thing I need at a time 


like this.” 


Janus slammed the phone shut. He tossed it onto the couch and went back to Lyall, 


who was by then awake. “You've got to go?” Lyall said, his voice still thick from sleep. 
“Eventually,” Janus said. “I thought you might want to go hunting first.” 
“Hunting?” Lyall asked, sitting up. 
“You know, you, me, and the thrill of the chase? Surely you’ve heard of it before.” 
“Hunting.” Lyall’s mouth twitched. “I think I have, once or twice.” 
“Come on, then.” 
Lyall threw the covers off. 


Hunting wasn’t like it was before. Janus took Lyall down to the park, and they headed 
for the areas as far away from the marked paths and street lights as possible. It was dark 
there, and the sounds of the city were as muffled as they were in their apartment. The North 


Woods were dark, but welcomed them in. 

Those they hunted willingly offered themselves up. Lyall followed Janus outside of the 
path for a few steps when he heard a slow, steady heartbeat. 

Janus motioned Lyall to stop. They stood under the light of the last streetlight and just 
waited. 

But the shy creature didn’t come. Lyall started to move on, but Janus motioned him 
still. “Wait,” he said, speaking softly so that just Lyall could hear. 

“For what?” Lyall asked, but kept his voice down. 

They both heard a twig snapping in the low brush. A moment later, a young man 
stepped out, hesitantly. He looked fawnish with his long legs and wide eyes, and his coloring 


matched the late autumn trees. “Are you safe?” he called. 
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Janus nodded, but made no move to approach. 


Instead, the young man took another step closer. He glanced from Janus to Lyall, then 


back to Janus. “Your...mate?” he asked. 
Janus nodded. 


“I trust you,” the young man said, then turned and ran back into the forest. Janus let 
Lyall go first. It was hard, letting Lyall make the wrong choice, letting the prey slip away 
when he wasn’t cornered properly, but he didn’t care. They could run all night, and never 


get tired. It was beautiful. 


Lyall got the hang of it, and eventually drove the prey to the sealed up mouth of the 
cave. There was no getting past him, and Lyall growled deep in the back of his throat as he 


approached. 


The human stood, trembling, but didn’t try to get away. Instead, he bared his throat to 


Lyall, and waited. 


Janus approached as well, but let Lyall take the first bite. And even then, he waited for 
the young man to invite him to drink as well. The human did so, a smile on his lips even 
with Lyall’s teeth in his neck. Janus bit down as well, and the adrenaline from the run 
flavored the blood. The almost too-fast heartbeat all but poured blood down his throat, and 


Janus had to close the wound lest he take too much far too soon. 


Lyall was still feeding, still growling, but the young man wasn’t in distress. Anything 
but, in fact. Lyall broke away, still growling, and thrust the young man against the cement 
blocking the cave. He ground against the human, groin to groin, and it didn’t take much of 
that before the human began to shudder. The human held onto Lyall’s shoulders, fingers 
digging into Lyall’s white skin, and then he was coming, the scent of it stronger than even 


the night-blooming flowers coming across the pond. 


Lyall was still hard, but he considerately backed away and gave the human a moment. 


“Thank you,” he said, finally. 
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Lyall kissed him on the forehead. “No, thank you.” 


“If the two are you are going to...” the human didn’t finish, though he flushed. “May I 


watch?” 


It seemed to Janus the least they could do. And the adrenalin in his system was too 


strong to deny. Lyall smiled, then started to pull off Janus’s shirt. 


Lyall pulled him closer, and the fact that he was the aggressor didn’t bother Janus at all. 
They kissed, hard at first, blood still singing, but the blood lust passed. He kissed every inch 


of Lyall’s neck, feeling the veins just under the skin. He lowered Lyall to the ground. 


There wasn’t enough time to get completely naked, and being completely nude in a 
public place seemed the very best way to attract the wrong attention. Still, he unbuttoned 


Lyall’s jeans, and looked up to see the human watching, his mouth slightly agape. 


Janus shifted so that he was on his side alongside Lyall. He propped himself on his left 
elbow, and nudged Lyall over so that he was using his forearm as a pillow. He ran down 
Lyall’s throat with his right, feeling the heat rise from his skin. He slowly moved his hand 
down Lyall’s chest, over his belly, and smiled as Lyall sucked in his breath. 

The human made a sound, and then another as Janus reached in under the band of 
Lyall’s underwear and gathered up his cock. It was already hard from the blood-taking. Janus 
smiled wickedly down at Lyall. “Fast or slow?” he asked, and licked his fangs. 

Lyall lifted his hips up off the dirt as best he could.”Fast.” 


“Good call.” 


With the pull of the moon, there didn’t seem to be any time to waste. He knew exactly 
how to get Lyall off. His hand was a blur, moving against Lyall’s cock, and Lyall twisted and 
writhed against him. His entire body was focused entirely on the building orgasm. It was 
hard to tell just how long he spent; his body felt removed from itself, like it had when he ran. 


He could have run his fist up Lyall’s cock, swept the ball of his thumb against the exposed 


Master of the Lines 4: Prodigals 79 


glans and then slowly run his fingers back down for hours. It was an effortless motion. Lyall’s 


hips were off the dirt, trying to drive his cock further into Janus’s hand. 


Then Janus leaned over, licking his way across Lyall’s throat, and when he bit down, if 
only to lick off the welling blood in the puncture mark, Lyall stiffened one last time. His cum 
splashed against Janus’s fist, as hot as the blood had been, and Janus, still watching the 


human watch them, brought his fist to his mouth and licked it off. 


Lyall collapsed back to the ground, boneless for a moment, and Janus let him recover. 


He pushed to his feet and approached the human. 
“You didn’t think it was safe,” he said. 


“It isn’t safe,” the human said. “Not anymore. There are others in the park that don’t 


respect...” the human didn’t finish. 
“They take too much?” Janus asked. 


The human shook his head. Janus didn’t understand, but only for a second. “They take 


it all,” he said. 
“Someone is killing humans?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Janus kissed him, briefly on the lips. “Do you know who I am?” he asked, softly. 
A nod, and a sly one at that. “I felt you the moment you walked into the park.” 
“Then you know me and mine are safe.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“TI tell mine they can only hunt with my permission.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Good. You were amazing. Thank you.” 


The human touched his throat, bowed his head, and headed back down the path. Janus 


watched him go before helping Lyall to his feet. “What now?” Lyall asked. 
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“We find out who is poaching on our lands.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


The pond had been cleaned out a couple years ago, and the night was still enough that 


the light reflected on the black skin of the water. 


Janus waved his hand over the surface. The wards flared on the surface, just for a 
second, before sinking down to the bottom of the pond. The black water shifted and parted, 
and he saw the camp, deep in the aqueducts beneath the city. Janus knew it. Lyall stared over 


his shoulder, but of course saw nothing. 
“What are you going to do about it?” Lyall asked. 
“Kill them all,” Janus said. 
“You can do that?” 
“They’re killing my humans.” 
“And leeching power from your vampires,” Lyall pointed out. 


Janus shot him a look. That wasn’t something he was particularly concerned with. Lyall 
nodded. “TIl drive,” he said. 

The manhole cover was held down only by gravity. Lyall lifted it, but Janus wouldn’t 
let him go down first. They didn’t have any light, but even in the absolute darkness Janus 
knew where they were going, and Lyall could just follow him. 

The ducts here were bone dry, but the metal held in it the memory of flash flooding. 
There seemed to be hundreds of miles of pipes to get lost in, but Janus could smell the dark 
blood as though it left a visible, glowing trail. 

Still, Lyall stuck to him closely. 

They heard the vampires first, the sounds bouncing off the stone walls. Janus hesitated 


only for a second, and then led the way to the surface. 
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“What, you're not going to warn them?” 


“Warn them?” Janus asked, surprised. He turned to Lyall. “This isn’t about warning 


them.” 
“But I thought --” 
“We just needed to know where they were. Can’t you smell it?” 
Lyall sniffed. “Smells like death.” 


“They’ve had all the chances in the world.” Janus led the way back up. “We go home 


» 


now. 


“Yes, sir.” 
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Chapter Six 


Vision woke alone in the bed. Hanz was up, but Vision didn’t feel him in the house. He 
got up, pulling on an old pair of jeans and went down to the kitchen where Hanz had already 
made a pot of French press. He poured himself a cup, and took the tunnel down to the 
garage. 

Hanz looked like he’d been at work for at least a couple hours on an old heap parked in 
the middle of the garage. Although parked seemed like the wrong word as the wreck didn’t 
appear to have four functioning tires. It could have either been a convertible or damaged 
more than most wrecks. Vision couldn’t tell. Still, Hanz must have gone back to the house to 
get the coffee ready in time. “What did I ever do to deserve you?” Vision asked, leaning 


against the town car’s fender. 


Hanz looked up from tearing out the upholstery and at least one rat’s nest. “I don’t 


know what you're trying to say, sir.” 
“I think you can safely read in the fact that I love you.” 
“Hm,” Hanz said, and tossed the passenger seat cover out beside the rest of the junk. 


The sun would be down in less than an hour. Vision didn’t mention Kane, and Hanz 


was studiously not speaking about it, either. 
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“Did you finally bring me a car specifically to have sex on?” Vision asked, keeping the 


mood light. 


Hanz head whipped out so fast it would have caused whiplash in a mortal. “You can’t 


have sex on this car, sir!” He sounded shocked. 
“You're worried about tetanus?” 
“This is a 1960 Austin Healey!” 
“Tt’s a rat love hotel!” 


Hanz put his hand to his head, leaving a filthy black mark streaked across his forehead. 


“This is like...graduate studies on how to exasperate me, isn’t it, sir?” 


Vision ignored him. “Couldn’t you have gotten one that actually has an engine? I mean, 


I do pay you enough, don’t I?” 
“It’s not mine. It’s Lyall’s. I helped him pick it out last night.” 
“Didn’t he want a car that had an engine in it?” 
“At first,” Hanz said. “But I talked him out of it.” 
“Because people just naturally do what you want.” 
Hanz grinned at him. “Buying a car’s not a transaction, sir. It’s a process.” 
Vision took another sip of his coffee. “We'll go straight to Jess’s once the sun’s down.” 
Hanz’s grin faded for a second. “Yes, sir.” 
“You still okay?” 
“Tm sure Heather did as best she could. If she’d just told me...” Hanz didn’t finish. 
“You'd have done what, Hanz? Done the right thing? Married the little lady?” 
“And if I said yes?” 
“Honestly? Attempt to contain myself from laughing in your face.” 
“I thought I loved her.” 


“You're gay, Hanz. I hate to break it to you.” 
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“John was an ass. A self-loathing, pathetic, manipulative bastard. He didn’t deserve --” 


Hanz shut his mouth. 

“To be happy?” Vision provided. “Do you really think he was happy all these years?” 

“Kane got fucked over, and I had a hand in that.” 

“You'll make it right,” Vision said. 

“Or make it worse.” 

Vision pushed away from the wall. He went to Hanz, and pulled his head back. He 
kissed him on the forehead. “Shit happens, darling. Do you really think there’s such thing as 
a happy family?” he asked. 

Hanz looked up at him, eyes wide. “Yes. I have you.” 

Vision kissed him. “Come on. You probably want to shower before we go. No offence, 
but right now you smell like rat feces.” 

Hanz took a shaky breath. He was close to tears; but wouldn’t shed them. Vision knew 
that. “I have to, uh, tear the interior completely out and figure out what parts we can 
salvage.” 

“I know,” Vision said, and gently led him away. “That can wait.” 

“Yeah. I suppose. Rat shit, huh?” 

“Like you've been rolling in it.” 


“Ugh.” 


In the shower, Vision, quite happily, scrubbed every inch of Hanz’s skin, and since he 
was down on his knees anyway, he gave Hanz a happy ending. They got dressed together and 
came down the stairs, Vision looping his arm around Hanz’s shoulder. He felt pretty good 


until he saw Frank’s face. 


“What’s wrong?” he asked. 
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“It’s Larkin, sir.” 

Vision blinked. “That name means nothing to me, Frank,” he said, patiently. 
“No, sir,” Frank said. “But only because Hanz saw to it.” 

Vision turned to Hanz. “Keeping things from me?” he asked, mildly. 


“No, sir,” Hanz repeated. “Larkin was from before, when you were --” he didn’t 


continue for a second. “Gone, sir.” 


“Gone? As in Siberia-gone?” Strickland had exiled him for more than a year because 
he’d walked in on Vision getting fucked by Janus when they both belonged to someone else. 


Janus, naturally, had just received a stern talking-to. 
“Gone, sir. Larkin was your replacement.” 


“My replacement,” Vision repeated. This was the first he’d heard of it. “I was gone a 


year and he tried to replace me?” 
Hanz nodded. He didn’t need to say much else. 
“And, what, he called me back stateside to... kill me?” 
Hanz nodded again. “He didn’t trust you anymore.” 
“I didn’t trust him anymore. What happened?” 
“The night your plane was due, traffic was especially light.” 
Vision waited. 


Hanz took a deep breath. “Strickland arrived earlier than expected. About half an hour, 


to be exact. He walked in on Larkin fucking Strickland’s pet.” 


Vision paused. Strickland’s pet had been a slut. He’d rebuffed him a dozen times. “And 


Strickland sent Larkin to Tibet?” he asked, almost hopefully. 
“No, just exiled him out of the city.” 
Vision shook his head. “I go to fucking Siberia, and he goes to the Bronx.” 


“Strickland obviously didn’t love him as much as he did you.” 
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Vision turned back to Hanz. “And he’s outside?” 
“T didn’t invite him in, sir.” 
“Thank you.” Vision opened the door himself. 


Larkin was one of the oily vampires Vision had a natural hatred of. His black hair was 
slicked back, his suit was impeccable despite being several years old, but his shoes had so 
many scuff marks the polish had very little to work with. He’d worked hard on maintaining 


his image, but not hard enough, obviously. 

“So, you're Vision,” Larkin said instead of a greeting. 

“And you're Larkin.” Vision kept his voice cool. 

Larkin tried to stare him down, but it was a laughable attempt. 

“You're not what I was expecting.” 

“Forgive me. I only simper for friends. It’s been a pleasure, but we really must be 
going.” 

Larkin nodded. “Of course. Kane is waiting.” 


Vision had to hold Hanz back. “What do you know about Kane?” Vision asked, voice 


still mild. 
Hanz began to speak, but Vision raised his hand. 


“The boy belongs to me,” Larkin said, baring his teeth. “I made him what he is; he’s 


mine.” 
“He’s still human!” Hanz snarled. 


“Hanz,” Vision said warningly. Hanz bit his lip. Vision smelled the blood. “My associate 
may be a bit passionate on the subject, but he does have a valid point. Kane appears to be 


human.” 


“A formality, and barely one at that.” 
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“There are no formalities when you are dealing with absolutes,” Vision said. “And Kane 


is absolutely human.” 


Larkin smiled, baring his fangs. “You must be right,” he simpered, but his eyes were 
cold. “Your associate fucked me over for what was mine. When you are ready to deal, I 


might make myself available.” 


Vision smiled as well, also with his fangs out. He was stronger and more powerful than 


Larkin could ever be, and he let Larkin feel it, if only for a moment. “Good day.” 
Hanz waited to speak until Larkin got into his blacked-out car and drove away. 
“You cannot be serious,” Hanz snapped. 
“Hanz, you do what you do best all the time. Let me what I do best.” 
“But he can’t be serious.” 
“But he might.” 
“But he can’t be!” 


Vision grabbed Hanz’s wrists. “But he might,” he repeated, carefully. “And burning 


bridges now will only make it harder later.” 


He felt Hanz’s rage through his skin. It was not something he was ever used to, and it 
was sharp, like a blade. Vision stroked his face, feeling his fangs out. “If it helps, when it’s 


time, PI let you kill him yourself.” 


Hanz growled. Vision stroked the back of his neck until the sound died. Hanz pressed 
his head against Vision’s shoulder for over a minute before he pulled away. “I’m driving,” he 


said. 
Vision didn’t argue. 
“Hey,” Vision said, at the first red light once they reached the city. 
“Hey yourself.” 


“Traffic wasn’t especially light that night, was it?” 
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“Sir?” Hanz asked. 

“You got Strickland out there early on purpose. You knew what he’d see.” 
“Yes,” Hanz said. “I did.” 

“You didn’t even know me. Why did you --” 


“You looked at me when you spoke to me,” Hanz said. “Not just me. Larkin treated the 
staff like they were invisible at best and stupid barnyard animals at worst. That wasn’t going 


to change.” 
“You saved my life because I was more polite?” 
“Yes, sir. That and --” 
“And?” Vision asked. 


“Well, sir. That and your ass is much nicer than his.” Hanz voice was light again, 


teasing. It felt good for Vision to have his Hanz back. 
“You were checking out my ass?” 
“Tt is a spectacular ass, sir.” 
Vision sat back in his seat. “Yours is not so bad itself.” 
“Thank you, sir.” 


k k k k k 


Kane woke up with sunlight streaming through the blinds. Right away, his brain told 
him this wasnt a bedroom. For one, there were houseplants. The sofa bed was 


uncomfortable, but the sheets were worn and soft. Jinx was still asleep. 
Which was unusual, because Jinx never slept longer than he did. 


The house was awake. It was more than the sound of coffee percolating or the hot 
water heater refilling; it was alive. The awareness muffled the ticking of the clocks down to 


nothing. 
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Jinx let him go. Kane pulled on his old pair of jeans and stumbled into the kitchen. The 
woman, Jess, sat at the table, clutching a cup of coffee in her hands. Her nose wrinkled, and 


Kane knew he should have worn his least dirty pair. “Sorry,” he said. 


She shook her head. “We'll take you shopping for new clothes this afternoon. Your 


father can certainly afford it.” 
“My father,” Kane said. “Hanz.” 


“Your father,” Jess agreed. It sounded different in the morning light. More real, but also 


dream-like in a way. 
“What does he do?” 


“Whatever Vision tells him to,” Jess said. “But he has a good heart, cold and dead 


though it may be. How is your mother?” 
“She’s good.” 
Jess nodded to the horrible black mark. “Not your typical tat. May I see it?” 


“I don’t like people touching it,” Kane said. He kept his voice guarded. It didn’t hurt, 


but it felt like biting down on tinfoil when the wrong person got near. 


Still, she looked at him and he realized very quickly that he didn’t exactly have a 


choice. He gave over his right arm. 
“Does it bother you?” 
“Only sometimes. When I’m tired or when there are...” 
“Vampires,” Jess supplied for him. 


Kane nodded, still not comfortable speaking about it. “When they are around, well, if 


they're around and they're trying to kill me.” 
“They tried to kill you often?” 


“When Jinx got sick and we had to move around a lot slower, yeah. They seemed to 


always find us.” 
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“And you killed them?” 


Kane shook his had. “Are you nuts? They’re so fast. So strong. This isn’t a weekly 


television show. I was just a kid when I was fed to the alpha.” 

“And now?” 

“Tm stronger,” Kane said. “But I have Jinx. Even if, laughably, I get one, it leaves Jinx 
exposed, and Jinx is --” 

Jess leaned in. “Jinx is what?” 

Kane closed his mouth. There was no real word for what Jinx was. “He doesn’t always 
have a strong sense of survival.” 

“But you do,” Jess said. 

Kane shrugged, still remembering the teeth digging into his neck. “No. I got caught 
enough times.” 

Jess exposed her throat. Kane saw the faint silver stars all up and down her neck. “Yes. I 
know how that goes.” 

He flushed, looking down. “Yeah.” 

There were silent for a moment. “When your friend is up, we'll go out. In the 
meantime, the shower’s the second door on the right. Hanz’s old room is down the hall. 
There may be something that fits you, if you don’t mind the blast-from-the-past fashion 
sense.” 

“If it’s clean and warm, I'll wear it.” 

“You are your father’s son,” she said. The worn springs of the sofa bed in the living 
room squeaked as Jinx sat up. “It’s darker up there. If you want to move, you're more than 
welcome.” 


Kane nodded. Jinx was on the edge of the bed. “Want a shower?” Kane asked. 
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Jinx nodded and followed him up the stairs. Jinx slept in one of Kane’s T-shirts, which 


fell just above his upper thigh. He stripped it off. 


Jinx’s face may have looked young, but his body wasn’t. There were scars, bites, and 
burns ranging from the tip of a cigarette to what looked like radiator marks on the back of 
his thighs. Kane had almost cried the first time he saw them, but Jinx has shrugged off the 


concern and kissed the tip of his nose. 


Now, they were just a part of Jinx, although Kane took fierce pride in the fact that 


there hadn’t been any new marks since they’d been together. 


Kane stripped down as well, and turned to make the water run. Jinx liked it hot enough 
to boil flesh, and Kane liked it barely warm. They compromised and did it the way Jinx 


wanted. 


Still, when Jinx wrapped his arms around Kane under the water and sighed, it was 
worth the extra heat. Hanz did have clean clothes in his dresser; jeans that had been folded 
up so long they felt brittle, and thick sweaters, but it just felt good to have clean clothes on 
Kane’s skin again. Nothing in the closet would possibly fit Jinx, but then Jinx didn’t seem to 


get dirty like the rest of the world. 


“Good,” Jess said, as they came back down the stairs again. “We'll grab some breakfast 


first. You two look like your needs exceed my cooking ability.” 


“Why did you leave?” Jess asked, once they were sitting down at a family-style chain 
restaurant on the side of a major road. It was during the day, so it was full of kids and old 
people. Kane had been to the same chain out west, but in the middle of the night when the 
ghosts came out. It seemed strange to look at the menu and not feel the lump in his throat for 
what he couldn't have, or have to wait for the inevitable sad-looking waitress telling them 


they couldn’t have any more refills of coffee and had to go back into the cold/heat/humidity. 


“Hey,” Jess said. “You okay?” 
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“Yeah,” Kane said, and cleared his throat. 


Jinx hadn’t even opened his menu, but sat on the edge of the bench beside Kane with 
bird-like intensity. Kane lifted his arm, and Jinx scooted beside him. He pointed to the menu, 
and Jinx looked away from the family he’d been staring at to study the huge, oversized 


plates. 


“Sorry,” Kane said, remembering she’d asked him a question. “Home. Yeah. I couldn’t 
stay. John...we got into a fight. You’d wonder how you can get into a fight with someone 
you can’t even look at, but we butted heads since I was a kid. He told me I had to do 
something. I can’t honestly even remember what. I told him to go fuck himself. That went 


over real well, let me tell you.” 


The family Jinx had been staring at turned to glare at him, and Kane felt his ears heat 


up. He stared down at the table. “So yeah. I left.” 


“Well, that’s certainly typical,” Jess said. She rubbed her eyes with the balls of her fists. 
“Your dad and John, they were either fighting or --” She hesitated. “I suppose that was too 
much information.” 

“Just a little,” Kane said. 

The waiter came, a young man with spiky hair and an earring, and took their order. 
Jess ordered for herself, and Kane ordered for Jinx and himself. Jinx had gone to sleep against 
his arm. Conversations bored him; there were too many wasted words. 

Food came. They talked with many, many wasted words, and it felt good. By the time 
they finished the meal, Jess’s eyes were practically sparkling with the thought of GEDs, 
speech pathologists, and continued schooling. 

When they got home, arms weighed down with bags, Kane took his things up to 
Hanz’s room. Jinx stared at the corners, then studied the closet. “You good here?” Kane 


asked. 


Jinx frowned. 
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“We could always go back to the living room.” 
Another frown, this one deeper. 


Kane leaned against the wall. Jinx dropped down to his knees and checked under the 


bed, but it was one of those old style beds with drawers underneath. “Satisfied?” Kane called. 


Apparently not. Jinx pulled out each on of the drawers, emptied them and brought the 
lamp down into the gutted bed before deciding that it was satisfactory. He turned to Kane, 
dusting off his hands theatrically. “Good,” he said, as though speaking to Kane was an 


everyday occurrence. 
Kane stood up. “What did you just say?” 
Jinx shot him a look that told him to stop being so stupid. 
“Humor me, Jinx.” 


“It’s good,” Jinx repeated, though this time, his voice broke on the last word. He jabbed 


his hand at Kane as though to ask if he were satisfied for emptying him. 

Kane grabbed Jinx’s head and kissed him. “Of course I’m satisfied, you idiot!” 

Jinx snorted, but was grinning too. They stood there for a second, then Jinx put his 
head on Kane’s shoulder again. He was still recovering, apparently. But he had spoken. 
Actual words. Even after Jinx had fallen asleep, Kane wanted to shake him awake, just to see 
if he could speak again. To keep away from temptation, Kane went back downstairs. 

On the table, in a small heap, were a pile of condoms and a bottle of lube. Jess stopped 
putting away the last of the dishes from the dishwasher. 

“What are those?” Kane asked, voice flat. The news that Jinx had just said something 
would have to wait. 

“Condoms, Kane. Do I have to break out the banana demonstration?” 


Kane took a step back. Tm not -- we're not --” He couldn't finish. 
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She gave him another look, and she could have given Jinx a run for “the Joo 
champion of the world. “Tm a nurse, Kane. This is my job. Now, I’ve left them on the table 


and I’m walking away. What happens to them is none of my business.” 


Kane sighed, but gathered up the mound. He took them back up to the room, opened 
the bedside table, and tried to put everything in as quietly as he could so he wouldn’t wake 


Jinx. But the lube slipped out of his hand and clattered to the bottom of the drawer. 

And Jinx was staring at him from the pillow. “Don’t ask,” Kane said. 

Jinx craned his head to see all the red foil packages. He raised his eyebrow, putting his 
hand on Kane’s thigh. 

Kane removed it before the repulsion had a chance to take hold. Instead he brought it 
to his lips and kissed the cold fingers. 

Jinx turned his wrist and grabbed Kane’s, but Kane pried the hand away. “I told you. I 
can't.” 

Jinx’s face darkened. He narrowed his eyes. 

“Don't do this. You know I love you.” 

Jinx’s face didn’t soften. 

Kane pinched the bridge of his nose. “Tm not going to argue this with you, Jinx. No.” 

Jinx made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat and rolled over. Kane’s throat 
wouldn't work properly, but Jinx waved him away. 

You d rather fuck a vampire, Jinx’s cold shoulder told him. 

“Not want, no,” Kane said. “You know that.” 

Jinx waved him away. Kane left him alone. 


Jess waited for him, now wearing her jacket. “I’m catching an earlier shift tonight. I 
should be home right after sunset. Hanz will be here shortly after. It’s really important that 


you don’t invite anyone in, Kane.” 
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“I understand.” 
She nodded. “Is Jinx okay?” 


“He’s sleeping.” And he probably hates me, Kane thought, but didn’t say that. “He’s 


healed really well, but it’s taken a lot out of him. He spoke today.” 
“He what?” 
“He said the room was good. He spoke.” Just saying the words made Kane grin. 


Jess paused. “That is good news, Kane. It means there is nothing physically wrong with 


him and the block is purely psychological.” 


Kane didn’t correct her. That wasn’t it at all. It was the city, and the energy lines that it 
had. Jinx just needed to be filled. Jess pointed to the counter. There was a stack of bills under 
a can of tomatoes, and a house key on a strange keychain that looked like a bus made out of a 


brown and orange cat. “There’s a corner store around the block.” 
Kane stiffened. “I didn’t come here for charity.” 
She took his chin. “Well, tough.” 
“You're hurting me,” Kane said, through his squished mouth. 
She let him go. “Liar.” 


He wasn’t used to being looked in the eye and not have it be a challenge. He wasn’t 
used to being talked to, either, without having a tinge of anger or sadness. It was...strange, 


but nice. “Thank you.” 
“Yowre very welcome. Sun down. No invite. As you say, we good?” 
“Good.” 


She blew him a kiss and ran out the door. 


The shadows grew long in the kitchen, turning everything a rosy orange. Jinx didn’t 


come down the stairs. “Be that way!” Kane shouted up, just before sunset. It was just like Jinx 
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to learn to talk just in time to not talk to him. He grabbed the afghan off the back of the 


couch. 


The glassed-in patio pushed the limits of what a threshold to the house was, so he 
pushed the door open and stepped out into the yard. The elastic that held the safety of the 
house snapped, and he was fully exposed, sitting down on the small green step dividing the 
cement pad of the patio from the cracked, dry earth of the back yard. The air still had its 
chill, but the fall day had been warm. 

He sat down on the step, facing west. He shouldn’t have been able to feel the sun set, 
but he did, and the last of the heat evaporated out of the air. 

And, of course, Larkin was waiting. Kane hated it, but he felt his body lean towards 
him as he opened the small gate into the yard. 

“Nice digs,” Larkin said, closing the gate behind him. 

“I hate you,” Kane said. He was suddenly very much aware of the high bushes all 
around Jess’s yard. They’d been cozy a moment ago, but now they were threatening. He let 
the blanket slid from his shoulders, and he hated the way he was deliberately exposing his 
neck. 

“I keep telling you, I don’t particularly care how you feel about me,” Larkin said. He 
came up in front of him, nudging Kane’s knees apart, and rather than stopping him, Kane 
leaned back on his elbows on the cement pad, to better expose his body. 

Larkin smiled at him, and Kane was suddenly, achingly, hard. 

“I think it’s time to fuck you, my little buck.” 

No, that was wrong. Kane shook his head, even as his dick sent a wave of thrill through 
his body. Larkin grabbed Kane by the hair, and pulled him forward to his groin. Kane turned 
his head, but that was about all he could do. 

“I fuck you, you belong to me, you know that, right? You'll lose everything. This nice, 


instant family and you're already losing Jinx. How do you think he'll respond to my scent all 
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over you?” Larkin shifted his hips, and Kane closed his eyes at the brush of cock against his 
cheek. “Or better yet, inside you. He’d know you were my bitch the moment you walk into 


the room. 

He probably knows I'm being your bitch right now, Kane thought, but didn’t say 
anything. 

“Please,” Kane said, throwing his head back to avoid Larkin shifting again. 


“Please, what, Kane?” 


“T don’t...” But he did. Kane forced himself to continue. “...want to.” 


“No?” 
Kane shook his head. “No. Please.” 


“There is one thing,” Larkin whispered. He stepped back and pulled Kane to his feet. 
Kane didn’t fight. Larkin licked his way down from Kane’s right ear to his collarbone. He 


moved slowly enough that Kane felt the taste buds drag across his skin. 


Kane felt like he’d just woken up, and that this was the last dregs of a bad dream. The 
part of him that wanted to turn over and offer his ass like a good slut was still screaming, but 
it had the unreal sense of dream logic. “What do you want me to do?” 

Larkin smiled, as bitter as a lemon peel. “Kill Vision,” Larkin whispered. 

Kane stopped breathing -- and was horrified to find that he didn’t have to. Larkin held 
him, weightless for a long, long time, and Kane felt himself spiraling backwards. He was hot 
and dizzy, sick to his stomach, and still horribly turned on. 

“I can't,” he said, finally. And he couldn’t. Vision was too strong. The hair on the back 
of his neck stood up whenever they were in the same room. It would be like trying to kill an 
elephant with a Popsicle stick. 

“Yowre going to have to find a way,” Larkin whispered. “And you want to, you know 
you do. Wouldn’t it be nice to free your father? He’s been Vision’s slave for over three years 


now. Kill Vision, you'll free him and yourself. Don’t, and...” Larkin didn’t finish. 
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He didn’t have to. Kane nodded, miserably. He’d kill Vision even if it killed him, and 


then at least the whole thing would be over. 


“Good boy,” Larkin whispered, and left Kane alone in the growing darkness, with the 


afghan pooled around his feet. 
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Vision followed Hanz into the house, but it was dark. “Kane?” Hanz called, going into 
the kitchen, but there was no answer. Vision wasn’t entirely comfortable being in the house 


alone. Hanz went into the living room then ducked back out again. 


“He’s in the backyard,” Vision said. The frantic beating of his heart was obvious. “And 


something’s spooked him.” 
“Tll go see,” Hanz said. He stopped. “Are you going to be...?” 
“I can entertain myself, Hanz. Go.” 
“Thank you, sir.” 


Hanz pushed open the door to the patio. Kane was sitting on the step, the bunched 
blanket beside him despite the chill. Vision sighed and went back to the car for his briefcase. 

Vision barely had time to get to the car before Hanz was back in the kitchen. “He’s 
pretty shaken up. I’m going to go get him a Coke or something.” 

“Tve got the conclave at midnight, Hanz. But I can go without you if you need.” 

“We'll see. Jess was already supposed to be home. I'll be back in a few.” He kissed 
Vision on the cheek and closed the front door behind him. 

Vision spread his folders open, having already divided them into those he thought 
Janus would need to bolster and those who would survive on their own. There was a small 
pile, mostly of extremely old elders that had by chance escaped being culled in the summer 


or the very young that didn’t have a hope in hell of surviving the oncoming battle, but he 
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left those in his briefcase entirely. He didn’t want to be reminded of how bloody the battle 
was going to be. 

The screen door opened with a groan, and a moment later, Kane was in the room. The 
smell of him, the mark combined with Larkin’s spittle was wrong, but beneath that was 
something that was starting to become familiar. 

Still, Kane didn’t speak to him. Vision waited, first with a smile on his face and then 
more and more discomforted. Kane didn’t smile, and his face grew colder. 

“Is there something I can help you with?” Vision said. He stood up, slowly, but kept his 
hands loosely down by his side. 

Kane was silent. 

Vision didn’t bother trying again. They stared at each other. 

“Yowre abusing my father.” 

“Tm what?” Vision asked, blinking. 

Kane pulled a thirteen-inch chefs knife out from behind his back. It didn’t match the 
set that Jess had on her counter, and the blade smelled of old blood, both human and 
vampire. 

Vision stepped back, not out of fear for his own life -- that was ridiculous -- but 
because he really didn’t want to hurt Kane. “You should be putting that blade down right 
about now, kid,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “And you want to do it on your own 
volition, before I make you do it.” 

“Do you think I’m afraid of you?” Kane all but screamed in his face. 

“No,” Vision said. “But you should be.” 

Kane’s shouts woke the boy upstairs, and Vision wasn’t willing to risk having them 
both come at him. Kane raised his hand, and that horrible, awful mark in all its strength hit 


Vision. It repulsed him, but only for a second before he threw Kane against the wall. “Drop. 


The. Knife.” 
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It clattered to the floor, just as Jinx arrived at the bottom of the steps. “He attacked 


me,” Vision told him. Jinx’s eyes grew wide, and he looked to Kane for what to do. 

“Tell him everything’s okay,” Vision said. “I don’t want to hurt him.” 

Kane couldn’t move from the wall to which Vision had him pinned. It was about as 
delicate a field around him as Vision could manage; he was holding him back with a 
thousand silk strands of compulsion rather than one major one he could fight, and perhaps 
damage himself with. It still held him to the wall as though Vision had used iron. 

Jinx made a sound in the back of his throat. 

“It’s okay, Jinx,” Kane snarled. 

“Do you want to tell me why you decided to go all Jack the Ripper on me?” Vision 
asked Kane, but still kept an eye on Jinx. 

“I told you.” Kane struggled, muscles clenched on his neck as he fought. “Larkin said it 
was the only way to free my father.” 

“Free your father?” Vision repeated. “Tell me what in the name of hell from what?” 

Kane’s skin was slick with sweat. “From you, you perverted fuck!” 

Vision held out his hands. “Listen, kid, you have no idea exactly how wrong you've got 
our relationship.” 

“Don't call me kid. And let me out of here, I'll kill you!” 

“Hm, how about no?” 

The door opened and closed again. Thankfully, it was Hanz. Vision didn’t know how 
he was going to explain this to Jess. Hanz came in, carrying the 64-ounce bottle, and took in 
the situation instantly. Jinx grabbed his shirt, pulling on it, but Hanz calmed him by 
touching his face. 

Vision turned to him, not even sure of how to explain it to Hanz, but Hanz’s gaze 
almost immediately fell to the knife by Kane’s boots. He went to that, instead. The moment 


Hanz had it in his hands, Vision released Kane, and Hanz caught him before he fell. 
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“Do you want to tell me what happened?” he asked Kane first in his soft voice. 


Kane pushed him with his left hand. When Hanz didn’t move, Kane pushed him with 
his right, and the moment the mark touched his skin, Hanz hissed like he’d been burned. He 


crumpled, and Kane bolted for the door. 


Later, Vision supposed he could have gone to Hanz and stopped Kane. But at the time, 
he chose to go to Hanz. The black burn on Hanz’s chest was the size of Kane’s palm and 
growing. There was something very wrong with the power the mark was pulling. He 
couldn’t stop it from consuming Hanz’s skin with the same black swirling pattern. He fought, 
pulling up all the strength of his lines, and for the longest moment of Vision’s life, it wasn’t 
enough. But then a dam broke from somewhere, and more power came to him than he’d 
ever felt before. The blackness, now covering over half of Hanz’s chest began to recede. 
Vision poured more lines through him, acting solely as a conduit, and, eventually, he fought 


it back to a small mole, just over Hanz’s heart. 


He broke away, suddenly exhausted. Hanz was as well, and Jess found them sitting on 


the floor of the kitchen, Hanz asleep and his head in Vision’s lap. 
“What the hell happened?” Jess asked. 


“Kane decided to try ripping out my heart,” Vision said, running his fingers through 


Hanz’s hair. “We argued. He left, and he took Jinx with him.” 


“He left?” Jess repeated, obviously taking what she deemed to be the most important 


part of Vision’s much-abridged retelling. “And you let him just go?” 


“I was busy saving Hanz’s life,” Vision said, but kept his voice calm. “Would you have 


done differently?” 
“You have to go after him,” Jess sounded practically frantic. 


“We will,” Vision promised. Promised them both, as Hanz’s eyes were open now, and 


he was staring at him with the same look of pained strain. “But Hanz needs to rest, first.” 


“No, I don’t,” Hanz said, but the words slurred. “TIl rest in the car.” 
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Vision fished the set of car keys from the front of Hanz’s slacks, and lofted them gently 


at Jess, who snagged them easily out of the air. “You're driving,” he said. 


Once they were in the car, Vision sitting in the back with Hanz still in his lap, Vision 
thought they’d be driving practically aimlessly. Instead, all three of them just seemed to 
sense where Kane had run. It was as though he’d left gaping wounds on the lines as he ran. 


Even Jess seemed tuned to it, and barely needed instructions. 


“He didn’t know what he was doing,” Hanz said, and pushed himself up to a sitting 
position. “I swear to you, Vision, please. That bastard Larkin must have filled his head with 


lies.” 


“You don’t have to explain,” Vision said, gently. “He seemed to be under the mistaken 


impression that / horribly abuse you.” 
“What?” Hanz demanded. 
Vision spread his hands. “Lies Larkin told him, that he swallowed without thinking.” 


“I don’t think that’s entirely his fault, either. Larkin has his teeth in him. I could smell 


the compulsion on him.” 
“We'll find them,” Vision said, just as his phone rang. 
Of course, it was Janus. “Yes?” he asked, instead of saying hello. 
“I need you,” Janus snapped. 
“Yes, you do,” Vision said. “But I’m a little busy here.” 


“I don’t think you heard me the first time. Let me repeat. The conclave is starting, and I 


need you here now.” 


“TIl be there as soon as I can.” 
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There was a prolonged silence, although it might have been only for a few seconds. 
Ever since Vision had opened up his lines, his perception seemed a little off. “Make it fast,” 


Janus said. 
“I will,” Vision promised. He ended the call and put the phone back into his pocket. 


Then, Kane’s signature just stopped, shrouded by another. Vision told Jess to stop the 


car, and they all got out and walked. 


In the beginning, Hanz needed Vision’s support to walk. And Vision had to admit that 


despite the circumstances, it felt good just to be able to hold him up. “I’m sorry,” Hanz said. 
“Don't,” Vision said. “This isn’t your fault, my love.” 
“I can’t believe he almost killed you.” 


“Don’t worry about it,” Vision said. “For starters, he didn’t even come close, and I’ve 


been almost killed by the very best.” 
“Well, Pm glad they were all incompetent at something.” 
“Me, too,” Vision said. 


Hanz put his head on Vision’s shoulder. Vision kissed his forehead, and they walked 


on. The stars, what few could poke their way through the haze of the city, welcomed them. 


They found Kane just an hour before daybreak in an abandoned lot, and he wasn’t 
alone. Larkin was with him, sitting down on the crumbling cement foundations. Kane was 
kneeling at his feet in the poisoned earth, his hands crossed behind his back though nothing 
was used to bind him. Jinx was there too, but held immobile by something Vision could only 
feel. It was staged, and a considerable amount of forethought had gone into how it was going 


to look. Hanz began to growl, but Vision touched his shoulder. “Let me speak.” 
“Yes, sir.” 


“Good,” Vision said 
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Vision let Hanz go first and took his time to approach. He knew Kane heard them -- his 


shoulders slumped further where he knelt. 
“Get up,” Vision told him, as he approached. Kane shook his head and didn’t move. 


Vision felt the compulsion linking Larkin to Kane. The lines were filthy. They pulled 
their power from Kane’s own blood. Breaking them felt like thrusting his hand into a swarm 


of swollen flies, but he snapped them, one by one. 


Kane turned around, staring at him. Larkin snarled, standing in front of Kane, but 
Vision ignored him. His grip on Kane tightened, but that only made it easier to snap. The last 


line between Larkin and Kane broke. “Up,” Vision repeated. 


Kane wasn’t even going to try, but then he rocked back on his heels and found he 
could. He looked at Vision, and Vision nodded. Kane bolted away, straight to Hanz. Hanz 


grabbed him and put him behind him. 


Larkin’s lip curled, baring his lips. “Parlor tricks,” he said. “I told you, he belongs to 


» 


“Sit,” Vision said. Kane sat down on the crumbling foundation. Larkin fell like Vision 


had cut out his legs from under him. 
“At least you believe me now.” 


“Hanz?” Vision asked, holding out his hand behind him. Hanz brought out a wooden 


stake. 

“You think you can kill me?” Larkin demanded. 

“I don’t think,” Vision corrected him. 

“Kane belongs to me! You can’t just take him!” 

“How did you think this was going to go down?” Vision asked. The stake felt good in 
his hand. 

“I assumed we’d trade. You weren’t supposed to be a thief. Kill me, yowre taking what 


doesn’t belong to you.” 
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Vision looked over to where Kane stood between Hanz and Jess. The family 
resemblance among all of them was undeniable. “See, there’s where you're wrong,” he said, 


and staked Larkin through the heart. 


Larkin melted away, and Vision dropped the stake. It landed, bouncing against the hard 
dirt, and Vision left it there. It was far too late for the meeting. It was even too late to return 
home, but that was all right. They went back to Jess’s house, where Vision locked the 


basement door before heading down into the darkness. 
“You don’t think he’d do anything that stupid again,” Hanz said. 
Vision looked at him. 


“Whatever you say, sir,” Hanz said, then went down the stairs to make their bed. It was 
still a standard size army cot, but Vision didn’t mind having to share. The bed creaked as 


Hanz sat down on it. “Join me,” he called. 
“I just have to make a call,” Vision told him, and dug out his cell phone. 
He called Janus’s phone, but Lyall answered it, instead. “Janus is...indisposed,” he said. 
“It’s me, Lyall. I need him.” 
“He’s concentrating, sir; even I can’t interrupt him.” 
“Damn it. Well, tell him lm not home, but he can call me at this number.” 
“Of course, sir. I am sorry.” 
“Don't be. Just tell him to call.” 
“Yes, sir.” 


Outside, it began to rain, and rain hard. 
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Chapter Seven 


Lyall hung up the phone. The hairs on the back of his neck were up, and the fillings in 
his teeth were humming. He wanted to leave, just to get away from what Janus was pulling, 
but it was too close to sunrise. 

He felt the barometric pressure change, this high in the sky. The morning went from 
what was going to be a normally beautiful day to rain, and Lyall watched as the storm clouds 
seemed all but pulled across the sky. 

Janus came out of the room, as electrically charged as the clouds were. Lyall stood up. 
“Janus?” he asked. 

“Bedroom.” 

“Yes, sir,” Lyall said, for what was probably the first time in his life. The word just 
slipped out, seeing Janus as he was. 

“I need to ground myself,” Janus said, his voice otherworldly. The room wasn’t big 
enough to cause it to echo the way it did. 


Lyall nodded. 


Janus held out his hand. “Don’t agree so quickly. You have to be perfectly still.” 


Master of the Lines 4: Prodigals 107 


The bedroom was dark, but there was enough light to see the bundle of soft rope sitting 


on the bed. Lyall’s throat suddenly tightened, and he swallowed carefully. “Okay.” 
“Tm going to need more than that, Lyall.” 
“Whatever you want, Janus,” Lyall said. “Tve always been yours.” 
“Then lie down.” 
Lyall did so. 


The rope was a lot softer than Lyall had thought it would be. The part of him that had 
kept him alive for years cried out as the first loop of rope slid between his body and the bed, 
but with Janus right behind him, he was able to quash it. He had to concentrate on his 


breathing rather than feeling contained. 


And Janus was so quick about it. The loops over his skin, holding his arms back were 
ever tightening. His brain kept on formulating only one escape plan, namely, to ask Janus to 
stop, but he couldn't. After the first (and second, and, possibly, the third) round of panic, it 
suddenly wasn’t so bad. 

He fought the ropes, cautiously, more as an experiment, but Janus had tied him with so 
many loops of the rope that struggling didn’t help. He was open and exposed, and while that 
should have had him screaming to be freed, he let himself relax. 

“Very good,” Janus said. Janus didn’t stop weaving the rope until Lyall was completely 
immobile. 

Lyall took a breath, because he could, and the soft restraints didn’t give way. Janus 
stood back, letting Lyall feel his way. He strained until he couldn’t move any more. 

“Ready?” 

Lyall shifted, and the feeling of the rope moving against itself made his cock hard. 


“Yes.” 
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Janus still hummed. He approached, and Lyall could track his movements by the fine 
hairs on his body. “I need you,” Janus said, drawing his nails along the bare skin of the inside 


of Lyall’s thigh. “I need you to be here with me.” 


Lyall relaxed, even as he felt Janus come up behind him. If there was one thing in this 
world he believed, it was that Janus would never hurt him. Janus pushed inside him, slowly, 


and Lyall took it. Janus had so much stored energy, and he had no way to drain it by himself. 


But Lyall was Janus’s lieutenant now, and taking that excess energy was his job. His 
body was never meant to store it. He didn’t have the capacity or the ability. It passed 
harmlessly through him. Janus had seen to it that he was properly grounded. Still, as Janus 


started to fuck him, Lyall did what he was supposed to do -- he took it. 


And there was so much to take. If Janus hadn’t tied him, he would have tried to crawl 
away. It didn’t hurt. If it had, he could have gritted his teeth and taken it. Taking pain was 
easy. It was taking pleasure he almost couldn’t handle. With Janus’s hands on his hips, 
holding him still, hed come almost immediately, then again, and again. His skin became so 
sensitive that even the gentle ropes felt like hemp and Janus’s touch was too hot. He buried 
his head in the pillow, about the only thing he could move, and held still. He could still 
speak; if it ever got to be too much he could just ask Janus to stop, but it never got to that 
point where he truly could not take it. When it became so close that Lyall was about to beg 


for him to stop, Janus slacked off, stroking Lyall’s thighs until the worst of it passed. 


He lost count of how many times he’d come. Even when he was completely empty his 
body shook and shivered, the dry orgasm somehow more painful. He cried out so many times 
his voice went hoarse, and when the very last of it drained from Janus to Lyall, Janus finally 
moved away. 


“Let me go,” Lyall said, his voice hoarse. 


“Let yourself go,” Janus said, just as roughly. 
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Lyall was about to protest, saying he didn’t have the energy to lift his head, but it came 
to him that he did. He closed his eyes, feeling the ropes, feeling the one continuous loop. 
There were no knots, and although he didn’t know why that was important, it was. 

Janus let go of the end of the rope he held. That was something Lyall could work with. 
He shifted, very slightly, first to the left, then the right. It took minutes of minuscule 
victories before the first loop holding his wrists had enough slack to let his hand escape. It 
didn’t take that much time after that until Lyall was free again. 

Janus stared down at him. “What?” Lyall asked. 

“You're beautiful,” he said. 

Lyall looked down at his body and saw the pink markings where the ropes had been. 
The markings were beautiful, now that he looked at them. Janus ran his hand down Lyall’s 
body and then waved at the wall. The markings were duplicated on the white walls, and 
Lyall could see in them the beginnings of the wards Janus used. 

“I didn’t know you could do that,” Lyall said, in a hushed tone. 

“I hadn’t in years. Breylorn didn’t have the talent, and after I came back from Japan, I 
didn’t want much to do with it myself.” 

“Why not?” 

Janus’s mouth was tight. Lyall stopped asking questions. The rush he’d gotten from 
slipping out of the knots was abating, and his body began reminding him all over again how 
horribly cruel he’d just been to it. But Janus was still hard. 

Lyall lay flat on his back, already finding his body falling back into sleep. “I can take 
care of that, if you’re content with using my hand to jerk off with.” 

Janus joined him a moment later. “I suppose beggars can’t be choosers.” 


“Sure they can. Do you want to use my left hand or my right?” 
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Chapter Eight 


Vision lay back, Hanz’s arms around him. The wind had picked up as well, up against 
the house. Hanz wasn’t asleep, but neither was he fully awake. “I used to come down here on 
my nights off,” Hanz whispered. 


“Really?” Vision asked. 

“It was the only time I got away,” Hanz said. He shifted, and his cock moved against 
the small of Vision’s back. It wasn’t hard, not yet at least, but Vision liked the way Hanz had 
to put his hand over Vision’s lower belly to make sure they both fit on the bed. 

“Hm,” Vision said. He shifted, deliberately, and that moved Hanz’s hand down a 
quarter inch. 

“Is there something I can do for you, sir?” Hanz asked. His lips touched Vision’s ear 


lobe, and he bit down, lightly. Vision shuddered. 
“If you have other things on your mind, I would understand.” 


Hanz ran his hand up and down Vision’s belly. “A lot has happened,” he 
acknowledged. “But I couldn’t imagine anything being so important that I don’t have the 


inclination or the ability to fuck you into even this mattress.” 


“Into, huh?” Vision asked. 
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Hanz brought his hand up to Vision’s mouth. “Lick,” he ordered. 


Vision licked. It didn’t provide a whole lot of lubrication, once Vision was flat on the 
mattress and Hanz carefully over him. Hanz went slow, pushing inside of him no more than 
he could take, but even then it left him tense and sweating at times. “You'd tell me if you 


want me to stop, wouldn’t you, sir?” Hanz asked. 


“What do you take me for,” Vision panted, and hugged the pillow to his chest. “Some 


kind of masochist?” 


Hanz smacked his ass, lightly, then pulled back and let Vision come up to him. “You 


good?” Hanz asked. 


Vision nodded, then groaned as Hanz spread his thighs even further. Hanz was 
completely over him, chest against his back, thighs running along the length of his own, and 


the trapped feeling of being pinned to the mattress dispelled the last of Vision’s discomfort. 


Hanz reached down and grabbed Vision’s hips. He began fucking, taking slow, deep 
thrusts inside. It wasn’t nearly as hard or fast enough, and yet each stroke hit him exactly 


right so his skin felt as though he could climb right out of it. 
“Hanz, please,” he whispered. 


“Is there something you want that Pm not doing?” Hanz asked, voice completely 
reasonable considering the circumstances. Vision’s fists curled into the sheet. He couldn't 
spread his legs any farther, couldn’t bow his head, couldn't cross his hands behind his back, 
all signs that he wanted to be fucked harder, and considering the position he was in, it 
shouldn’t have bothered him, but he hated being completely passive. 

“I can’t --” Vision shuddered as Hanz began fucking him again. “I can’t make a sound. 
Pd really like to.” 

“Why didn’t you say so, sir?” Hanz asked. He reached up, putting his hand over 
Vision’s mouth. Vision closed his eyes and groaned. The sound wasn’t completely muffled, 


but what emerged was hardly louder than a whimper. 
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“Better?” Hanz asked. 
Vision nodded. 


Hanz started fucking him again, harder still. Vision gave himself over to the thrusts, 
and when it became too much he could whimper or scream into the hand. Hanz wasn’t as 
precise as he normally was, but that hardly mattered. The bed groaned, twice, but rather 


than Hanz slowing down he pushed harder. 


Vision tried to bite down, but couldn’t find purchase on Hanz’s palm. He cried out, 


thrashing his head back and forth, but Hanz was always there, always holding him back. 


Hanz’s pace changed to quick, staccato bursts, and although he almost never came first, 
he was obviously unable to stop himself. He bit down on Vision’s shoulder, hard enough that 
if Vision hadn’t been effectively gagged the house would have shaken with the cry. Hanz 
drank his fill as he came. 

Hanz shuddered behind Vision then shifted his weight off to the side, off Vision’s back. 
Vision still was hard, still trying to get off against the rough mattress. Hanz pulled Vision’s 
head further up, to the meaty part of his forearm. 

“Drink,” he told Vision, and ran his fingers over the closed wound on Vision’s neck, 
gathering up the saliva. 

Vision bit down. The blood filling his mouth was divine, but not as good as Hanz 
sliding his fingers inside him. 

“Is this okay?” Hanz asked, drawing two fingers in and out of him. 

Vision nodded, but didn’t break the seal he had on Hanz’s arm. Hanz took over Vision’s 
rhythm, and that was okay, too. Hard, but not too hard. The mattress didn’t provide the 
exact right kind of friction, but it was friction. He’d never wished Hanz had a third hand 
until just right that second. 


“When we’re home, sir, do you know what I want to do with you?” 
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Vision shook his head, but could make an educated guess as a third finger joined the 
other two. He was close now, so close, and if he squeezed his eyes shut and just moved that 


much more against the mattress... 


Release came, brilliant and sweet throughout his body, but the wave upon wave of 
pleasure started with and ended at his cock. The wound on Hanz’s arm had closed through 


inattention, so he bit down again, liking the way Hanz’s entire body stiffened with the pain. 


Vision licked the wound closed again, and broke free, gasping for air. He didn’t need it, 
but the sudden rush of blood was worth it. “What do you want to do to me when we're 
home?” he asked, and kissed Hanz on the lips. He was completely spent, but it was still nice 


to taste his blood on Hanz’s lips. 


“Everything, sir.” Hanz said, and pulled him back down so they were basically in the 


same position they were before the evening’s festivities. 


Vision closed his eyes. Hanz -- the trooper that he was -- slept uncomplaining in the 


wet spot. 


k k k k k 


Jess brought Kane upstairs. Kane was chilled through, as though he’d been standing in 
the coming storm rather than just feeling the edge of it from the car to the house. Jinx was 


worried. Kane felt it like bands of frantic stress, but he’d be okay. He just needed to rest. 


And Jess, of course, was wonderfully soothing. She began taking off his jacket. Only it 
wasn't his; it was Hanz’s. Kane had been stupid enough to run out with nothing. He barely 
remembered Hanz putting it over his shoulders when they were back in the car. Vision had 
been in the front seat, and wouldn’t look at him the entire ride back. He got the hint and 
started removing his clothing. “Stay with him,” Jess told Jinx sternly, and then kissed them 


both on the cheeks. “You both need to sleep. I’ll see you this afternoon.” 
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And they had slept, arms tangled, Jinx’s head on Kane’s shoulder in one wakeful 
moment followed by the memory of using the back of Jinx’s shoulders as a pillow. But 


eventually he was more awake than he was asleep. 


Despite all his years on the street, Jinx still slept sprawled wherever he was. Kane slid 
onto his side to look at him. It would have been easy to follow the steady heartbeat back into 
sleep, but instead he put his hand on Jinx’s throat, just over the pulse point. It was light 
enough not to wake him, but it did make Jinx smile. The pulse here was strong enough that 


Kane felt it like the blows of a hammer on piano wires. 


He put his hand on his own throat, same position. He had a heartbeat too, but he 


barely felt it. Jinx was staring at him now, and Kane dropped his hands. 


Only, the one that had been touching Jinx now fell over his heart. Kane could actually 
feel the blood rushing in and out. Awake now, Jinx’s heartbeat quickened, and Kane smelled 


the growing erection. 


This time, however, there was no aversion and no pain. It seemed odd, to be able to 


breathe and be aroused around Jinx at the same time. 


Jinx opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Kane kissed him, hesitantly at 


first, but Jinx responded, coming off the mattress to kiss him back. 


Then Jinx was over him, his erection pressing against Kane’s belly. “I thought we might 


take it slow,” Kane began, but Jinx pressed his finger against his lips. 


Jinx reached into the drawer and grabbed the lube and a condom. Kane tried to help, 


but Jinx beat his hands away. He frowned at Kane until Kane put his arms behind his head. 


The lube was cold on his skin, cold enough to rob the edge of his erection. But Jinx’s 
hand warmed it over again, and the slickness was a unique feeling. The condom went on 
next, tight even with the lube, then more lube on top. Jinx, carefully, threw his leg over 
Kane’s stomach, and settled down in just the right spot. For the amount of concentration on 


his face, he could have been doing his taxes. 
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“Jinx,” Kane said, reaching up to touch his face. That was allowed, apparently. Jinx 
glanced to him, slightly annoyed, but Kane smiled. “Hey, this is supposed to be fun, 


remember?” 


Jinx’s mouth twitched, then he grinned, and lowered himself. Kane jerked, grabbing 


onto Jinx’s thighs, but Jinx slid out of his grasp, all but kneeling over him. 


“Don't,” Kane began, but Jinx’s finger was on his lips again. He’d fallen forward to do it, 
and his forearm right by Kane’s cheek was knotted with muscle. Kane put his hands up. 


“Okay, you win. Do whatever you want.” 


“Kane, you talk too much,” Jinx said. His voice was soft, but deeper than Kane thought 
it would be. He sounded older, and looked older too, until he grinned again, sticking out his 
tongue. He slid down Kane’s body, slowly this time. He reached behind him. Kane felt his 
stomach muscles clench, and then he was inside Jinx. Inch by inch, Jinx slid down on him, 
but this time he met Kane’s eyes and wouldn’t look away. He stopped, panting, once, but 


then continued until Kane’s cock was all the way inside. 


Kane couldn't close his eyes, not even for a second. Jinx smiled, pressing his hands on 
Kane’s stomach. He looked like he was about to spring off at any second, or that he was 
steadying himself, and then he shifted, throwing himself back so that his hands were now on 


Kane’s thighs. 


With his hands bracing his weight behind his back, Jinx was completely exposed to 
Kane. His head was back, completely exposing his throat. Even through the condom, Kane 
felt Jinx. The blood in his body responded, taking on Jinx’s heartbeat as his own. Which was 
more circulation than he was used to. It made everything, from the breath singing in his 


throat, to the sudden pounding of his erection, so much more alive. 


He wasn’t going to, but he grabbed Jinx’s hips. Jinx allowed him, but he didn’t have to 


force Jinx any faster. He didn’t have to. They came up off the mattress together, Jinx sliding 
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his hand to his cock, and within three thrusts started to come. But so did Kane, and Jinx’s 
heartbeat was so frantic it was like beating waves against Kane’s chest. 

Jinx fell over him, panting in sharp gasps. Kane’s own breath was fast, too, and they lay 
in each other’s arms. 

Jinx pulled away first, but not before kissing Kane on the nose. Kane followed him to 
the bathroom. Jess was gone from the house; so they bolted to the washroom to clean up. 
Jinx kissed him on the cheek, and then wandered back to the bed. Kane couldn’t; he still felt 
his heartbeat in his chest, and didn’t want to waste the sensation. It was still strange for Kane 
to go to a dresser to pull out clean clothes to dress in. 

The storm had passed and it left strange pink shadows on the walls. But downstairs, the 


black-out blinds were down. It was like stepping into twilight. 

Nor was he alone. 

Vision sat at the kitchen table with his back to the wall. He was holding a cup of 
coffee, but it was tepid. 

He was also between Kane and the coffee. Kane motioned to it with his chin. He wasn’t 
asking permission, but declaring his intentions, instead. 

“By all means,” Vision said, but his face remained stony. 

Kane poured himself a cup and retreated as far back as he could, right next to the 
window. He glanced to it, and realized he could open the blinds. 

“No, you couldn’t,” Vision said. “I wouldn’t let you. And if I assumed you would, that 
means | can’t trust you, and you don’t want that.” 

Kane sat down on the table. “I want you to trust me,” he said, voice low. “I’m sorry 
about last night. I was...misled.” 


Vision shrugged, a very practiced motion. “You were. Your father and I have an 
exceptionally unique relationship. And even if we didn’t, sadly, the master-lieutenant bond 


is something private that you can’t get involved in.” 
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“But you don’t...force him,” Kane said, staring down at his coffee. 

Vision laughed out loud, long and hard. It was a warm sound in the cold kitchen. Kane 
liked it. He decided that Vision hadn’t been that old when he died. “Force your father,” 
Vision said, wiping his eyes. “Your father does exactly whatever the hell he likes, and I’m 
fortunate that it happens to coincide with what I need.” 

“Come on, sir. You know that’s not true,” Hanz said from the doorway of the basement. 

“It isn’t?” Vision asked, but held out his hand. Hanz went to him, touching his hair, but 
just took the coffee cup. He took a sip, made a face, and brought it back to the coffee 
machine to refill it with hot coffee. That didn’t meet his approval either, so within a few 
seconds, another pot was brewing. 

“No, sir, it isn’t,” Hanz called from the fridge. “Blood pack?” 

“TIl grab someone at Janus’s.” Vision said. 

“Will you need me?” 

“No. I can’t imagine I will.” 

“TIl take Kane back to the house, then.” 

“Planning to get much farther than the garage?” 

“Well, not on the first night.” 

Vision looked back to Kane, just as Hanz brought him a second cup of coffee. “You 
don’t have to like me. I certainly have not made up my mind about you, but I do hope for 
your sake you like cars.” 

Vision’s phone rang. Vision waved Hanz off and took it in the gloom of the kitchen. 

The second call came half way through the first, and the third just a few seconds after 
the second. Between the angry threats and the posturing, Vision gathered that Janus, 
somehow, had drained the lines. And also, for some unknown and indescribable reason, it 


was all entirely Vision’s fault. 
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Vision still told Hanz to just go. He’d handle it. Hanz dropped him off at Janus’s 


building, and Vision let himself into the elevator up to Janus’s apartment. 


Lyall wasn’t home. Janus answered the door himself. “With all due respect, what the 


hell did you just do?” Vision asked, instead of a greeting. 


“Housecleaning,” Janus said, simply, not inviting Vision in. Vision’s cell phone buzzed 


in his pocket. Vision ignored it. Janus didn’t, glancing down. “You just happy to see me?” 
“Housecleaning does not require draining the lines of people who need them, Janus!” 
“I had to flush out rats. If Pd known you were going to yell at me --” 


“You would have what, included me in your decision making? Because that would have 


been helpful.” 


“Two things,” Janus said, his voice suddenly dangerous. “One, they are my lines. And I 
was protecting my humans. I don’t need to explain that to you. And two, you weren't there 


yesterday, so including you was not exactly an option, was it?” 


“Do not do that. Did you need me yesterday to help make up your mind or to control 


your spin on selling it?” Vision demanded. 

Janus’s lip twitched, the very beginning of a growl, and then he broke into a huge grin. 
“Okay, you got me there.” 

Vision sighed and pressed his wrist against his forehead. “So, who were these rats?” 


“A nest. None of ours, but they were killing people in the park. I tracked them down 


the aqueducts, and flooded them out into the reservoir this morning.” 


“Poof,” Vision said. “End of issue. That was really quite smart. How did you...? You got 


it to rain.” 
Janus shrugged. 


Vision waited. Janus was no more forthcoming. “How did you get it to rain, Janus?” 
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“Water tables,” Janus said, shrugging again. “Humidity indexes and low fronts. It was 


simply a matter of creating a vacuum.” 
“Simply. It took everything you had, didn’t it?” 
“Pretty much. But it worked. I felt them die.” 
“You couldn’t have just paid someone to open the proper flood gates?” 
Janus smile didn’t falter. “No,” he said. 


“So, may I come in, Mr. Gesture, or should I call you Grandiose?” 


Janus stepped out of the way. “My friends call me G.” 


“So, G,” Vision said, walking into the living room. Janus followed him a moment later 


with two beers. Vision took one and tilted it at Janus. “How’s Lyall?” 


“Young. He hurts my teeth, sometimes.” 


Vision pointed the bottle at him. “You do not get to accuse anyone of being impetuous 


tonight, Janus. I’m sorry, ’m revoking your right.” 
“You're revoking my right?” Janus asked, raising his eyebrow. 
Vision snapped his fingers. “Gone.” 
Janus collapsed on the chair. “And Hanz?” 
“Absolutely perfect. We’re both so happy it’s really quite sick.” Vision closed his eyes. 


“And also, he had a son, who killed an elder on the West Coast. I think he’s marked with the 


power he’d absorbed and it seems to be attracting lesser vampires like blood in the water to 
sharks.” 


“And last night --” 

“I killed his old master.” 
“Were you justified?” 
“Completely. Do you care?” 


“Not really.” 
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Vision sat back. “Hanz is thrilled, naturally.” 


There was a pounding on the door, loud and hard enough to shake the walls. Vision 


pushed to his feet and answered the door, knowing it was Breylorn. 


And of course it was. “What did you let him do?” Breylorn demanded. Vision raised his 


hands. 


“I never let him do anything,” he said, but to Breylorn’s back. The shouting match 
began, Breylorn ruing the day he pulled Janus’s half-dead body from the corpse pile, and 
Janus arguing adamantly that they were his lines. 

Vision waited until the tail end before rejoining them. They were both out of breath, 
metaphorically speaking, but the anger still simmered. Breylorn wasn’t angry at what Janus 
had done; he was angry that Janus hadn’t asked permission first. He was angrier still because 
Vision was here instead of him. Janus was only angry at Breylorn for being angry. 

Vision brought them both a beer. “Leave us,” Breylorn snapped. Vision was going to 
take offence, but then he realized Breylorn was talking to Janus, not him. He was ordering 
Janus -- and ordering him out of his own house, to boot. 

Janus turned on Breylorn, but Vision got between them before actual blows were 
struck. “What the hell are you doing?” Vision asked, and took Breylorn’s elbow. He led 
Breylorn away, to Janus’s office, and left Janus to stew in the living room. 

“Yow re asking me that?” Breylorn snapped. “Where the hell were you?” 

“Something personal came up.” 

“Personal?” Breylorn threw the word back at him. “You do not get to take mental 
health days, Vision. The conclave is at stake.” 

“I should have been here, yes, but I wasn’t. That doesn’t mean Janus wouldn’t have 


done what he did. They’re. His. Lines.” 


“That’s why you need to stay with him.” 
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“There’s no harm done,” Vision said, rubbing his face. “The lines are refilling. They 


weren't even close to being permanently drained.” 


Breylorn stalked him, pushing him back to the wall. Vision went willing rather than 
fight. It reminded him of Breylorn taking his lines, and although he was stronger than 
Breylorn was, he still felt a moment of panic. “This isn’t about Janus’s stunt. It’s about the 


trust he’s fucking over.” 
“Did you honestly expect Janus to do nothing while humans were being killed?” 
Breylorn slumped his shoulders. “I suppose.” 
“Good. Can you back off now, please?” 


Breylorn stepped away. Vision walked it out. “Call a conclave meeting tomorrow. Tell 
everyone their lines should be back by then.” Vision rubbed his throat. “And I am not Janus’s 


keeper.” 


Breylorn stalked out. “He doesn’t need a keeper,” he growled. “But he does need a 


friend.” He slammed the door behind him. 


Janus came into the office. “That went over well,” he said. “And it was entirely my 


fault.” 
“No shit,” Vision said. “Did you keep your blood as I asked?” 
Janus nodded. “Do you want some?” 


“No.” Although Vision was suddenly starving. “Courier the bags to the old ones. It will 


get them through until their lines recover.” 
“TIl have it done.” 


“And lie low, Janus. They still need you more than you need them, but you don’t need 


to remind them of that.” 
“I did promise Lyall Pd come by and see his car.” 


Vision just nodded. 
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“Although I’m not quite sure why he put air quotes around the word.” 
“Hanz is very persuasive.” 

Janus looked at him strangely. 

“And also?” Vision continued. “Don’t have sex in my garage.” 


“What?” Janus asked. He shut the door behind him, and Vision felt the wards shudder 


in their place. 
“It happens. Just don’t do it.” 


“You're a very strange person, Vision.” 


The drive to Vision’s was mostly a one-way conversation. Vision spent the time going 
over his notes on the conclave, and while Janus was listening, the discomfort on his face 


grew. It was an obvious relief to him to finally arrive. 


Kane was up to his elbows in grease. Jinx sat on one of the town cars, banging his heels 
against the wheel, and even if Vision hadn’t smelled Jinx on Kane when he’d come down for 
coffee, he would have known something had gone on between them. They kept stealing 
glances, even as Kane was listening to Hanz extol the virtues of something or other. Kane 


would look at Jinx, flush, and glance quickly away. 


Hanz was oblivious to it, although Vision didn’t know if it was by choice. Lyall was 
definitely not paying attention; they'd managed to gut the inside of the car’s carcass, and 


Lyall was scraping off the rust and what remained of the paint on the outside. 


It was an odd picture to give off the homeliness it did. Janus left him, going to Lyall. As 
Vision left to return his briefcase to the house, he heard Janus say, “This? This is the car you 
bought?” 

Vision had just left the garage when he saw the first of the vampires standing in the 
small copse of trees behind the house. He was gray, both in the drab rags he wore and in his 


skin tone, and he stared at Vision in obvious hunger. Another appeared, then another, until 
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there were at least a dozen. Vision got the impression there were more, out of sight, 


watching him with the same horrid fascination. 


Even more unbelievably, as Vision turned to close the garage door behind him, he saw 
Larkin walking up the drive. Larkin was unarmed and walked easily, as though Vision hadn't 


seen him crumble away to a waxy dust. 
“Tm going to go ahead and just say it. You're not dead,” Vision said. 


“No, Pm not,” Larkin, this Larkin, said. The garage door opened, and Kane stumbled 


out of it, face ashen under the grease smear. 
Hanz followed and held him back before he could get any closer. 
“I see you still have my boy. Give him to me.” 
“How many times do you have to die?” Kane asked. 


Vision felt his brain turning slowly around the problem, and the solution suddenly was 


obvious. “Twins.” 
“You were here and licking Kane’s neck at the same time,” Hanz said, voice thick. 
“My brother was here,” Larkin said. “I was having the pleasure of the neck at the time.” 
“You killed the wrong one,” Hanz growled. 


“Hanz,” Vision said, and then smiled, baring his teeth. “You must have wowed 
Strickland, being practically everywhere at the same time. He wanted everything done the 


day before.” 


Larkin bowed his head. “In some regards. In others, he would simply not shut up about 


you. He even called his pet ‘Vision’ when they were alone.” 
“That’s so sweet,” Vision said, voice flat. “Not exactly healthy, but sweet.” 
“He was,” Larkin said. “You should have tried him.” 
“Thanks, but lve always abhorred communal property.” 


“I want the boy.” 
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“That’s just not going to happen.” 

Larkin growled. Vision didn’t bother. “Can you feel how many I have? You killed my 
brother. Your friend Janus, whom I believe is inside, destroyed one of our nests. By rights, 
we could have both of you.” 

“By your rights, not ours. And you're on our territory. So too bad, how sad, you really 
must be going.” 

“Do you really think it’s going to be that simple?” 

“Yes, I imagine he does,” Janus said, stepping out for the first time. He hadn’t been bled 
for a while and he was weak from exhausting himself in the morning, but he was still quite 
the force to be reckoned with. “He’s pig-headed that way. You have nothing to offer us. You 
may go.” 

“The boy belongs to me. You may deny it, but that doesn’t change the fact that both 
our sides recognize it. Give him to me, or I will start a war.” 

“With you and whose army?” Janus demanded. 

“Janus --” Vision began, and Janus took a moment to respond. By the time he’d turned 
around, there were over a hundred vampires standing around the house. 

“Oh,” Janus said. “That still doesn’t change much.” 

“Your lines are in flux,” Larkin said. “We could feel that a hundred miles away. Your 
conclave is weak, and your followers will devour themselves before they look to the outside 
threat. Give us the boy, and we swear to leave you to your petty squabbles. Keep him, and 
deny me what is mine, and we'll simply take everything.” 

“TIl take that under advisement,” Janus said. 

“No, you won't,” Vision snapped. 

“Yes, I will. Good night,” Janus said, and headed to the house. Vision motioned Hanz to 
follow. Walking past the brainless, hungry vampires that had been pulled to New York, all 


following Kane’s mark, disgusted him. There was nothing in their brains but soft, unnatural 
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tissue, and this close to them Vision could feel the emptiness. It was like making their way 
through a filthy beach, and Vision hadn’t realized he’d been uselessly holding his breath 


until they reached the safety of the front door. 


Even then, the vampires remained, not so much milling about as they did sway back 
and forth in their hunger. When they dispersed, it was only to avoid the sun’s rays. Vision 


shuddered and let the drapes fall to block out the early morning sunrise. 
“Vision.” Janus spoke from the stairs. “May I speak with you alone?” 


His voice was soft, but the entire room turned to it. Hanz grabbed his wrist, and Vision 


let him hold it. 
“Yow re not --” Hanz began. 


“Of course not,” Vision said. Kane hadn't really recovered since seeing Larkin again, 


but for once he looked practically fragile. “You had my word.” 

Hanz nodded, and let him go. Vision went up the stairs alone. 

His office was cool and dim. Vision felt a little light-headed from not eating, but it 
helped hone his anger. Janus followed him in and closed the door. “You have to at least 
consider it,” Janus said, slowly. 

“I considered it. For the length of time it took him to finish his sentence. The answer is 
no. 

“Larkin’s correct. The fractured nature of the conclave right now would not be able to 
withstand a war. Not with those...things, at least.” 

“Yes, it is. You’re absolutely right. It’s going to be a massacre. I agree with you one 
hundred percent.” 

Janus waited. Vision did too, and the slow crawl of the clock on the wall passed three 
full minutes before he spoke again. “But I won't let you do it.” 

“You won't let me?” Janus asked. 


“No.” 
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“How, pray tell, would you stop me?” Janus asked. He sounded perfectly rational. They 
both did, and perhaps that was the worst part. The lines had mostly been refilled in the heat 
of the day, but Janus was drawing them to him, and it made the dim room seem brighter just 
being close to him. 

“You don’t want me as your enemy,” Vision said. His own lines hadn’t been depleted, 
and bringing Hanz back from the black mark had done something to them. He felt them as 
thick arteriole veins looping close to the surface of the ground. The hair on the back of his 


neck stood up. 

Janus took a step forward. “You can’t take me, Vision.” 

Vision doubted this had anything to do with Kane. He was almost positive Janus had 
asked him up as a formality. Kane was still human, mostly, and that fell under Janus’s sphere 
of protection. This was about something else entirely. “You’re stronger than I am,” Vision 
acknowledged. That wasn’t admitting defeat, but rather stating the obvious. “And I’m the 
first to admit that every time we've gone head-to-head you’ve won. You’re smart and crafty, 
and now powerful as all hell. You’ve always been one of the luckiest sons-of-a-bitch I 
know.” 

Janus nodded. All of that was true. 

“And if you want to batter me down to my knees, you could. Hell, I'd get off on it. I’ve 
never felt any shame in losing to you.” 

Another nod. 

“This isn’t your call, though. You have to concede this to me.” 

“T have to?” Janus asked. 

Vision nodded. 

“Or, what, exactly?” Janus asked, sounding like the question was academic at best. 

“Do you expect me to challenge you? To be beaten down for what, the fourth --” 


“-- fifth,” Janus provided, helpfully. 
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“Thank you. Fifth time?” 

“Why not? It’s certainly fits the established pattern.” 

“No,” Vision said. “This won’t. You don’t give me this, ’m done with you.” 
“Disloyalty comes in all forms, Vision.” 

“This isn’t being disloyal. This is the end of loyalty.” 

“Do you think I would actually give over a human?” 

“You considered it.” 

“I consider a lot of things. That doesn’t mean anything.” 

“Do we have an agreement or not, Janus?” 

Another moment passed, then two. Janus kept staring at him, but Vision stared back. “I 
owe you at least this,” he said. “We have an agreement.” The tension between them relaxed. 
“Is it going to be like this every time I make a decision that you don’t exactly agree with?” 

“No,” Vision said. “Just the ones that are wrong, Janus.” 


“You're here to keep me honest?” 


“And humble.” Vision flicked his fingernail on Janus’s forehead, because he could. And 


Janus took it, because he could, too. 


Hanz waited downstairs with Kane. Janus hadn’t come back down, but took Lyall to 
the master bedroom that Vision and Hanz never used. Hanz was sitting with Kane, rubbing 
his shoulders. If Vision was about to pronounce a death sentence, maybe the look on Kane’s 
face could have been justified. 

But it wasn’t. Hanz looked at him, and knew instantly what the verdict was. He patted 


Kane on the back. “I told you, you had nothing to worry about.” 


“Are you ready for bed?” Vision asked. 
Hanz nodded and stood. “You look hungry, sir. Would you like something?” 


Vision shook his head. “Not enough to want to stay up for the wait.” 
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“Tt won't be an hour.” 


Vision shook his head again. Kane stood up, going to him. “You could have given me 


up,” he said. 
Vision glanced at Hanz. “I gave Hanz my word I wouldn't.” 
“T still owe you,” Kane said. “You can drink from me.” 


“Your blood’s not a commodity,” Vision said, then turned to go upstairs. “Hanz, join me 


when you're ready.” 
“Yes, sir,” Hanz said. 


k k k k k 


“He’s so cold,” Kane said, once Vision was upstairs. “Almost all the time.” 


“There’s nothing cold about Vision,” Hanz said. It was obvious that Kane wasn’t quite 


ready to go to bed. 
“He never smiles.” 


“You just don’t know him, Kane,” Hanz said. He stood up. “There are several rooms 


upstairs. When you want, Frank will be more than happy to show you up. Good night.” 
Kane nodded. “Hanz?” he asked. 
“Yes?” 
“Thank him for me. I would have served my head on a plate, if I were him.” 


“You don’t know how strong it is to give your word,” Hanz said. “But even if he hadn't, 
you're mine and I’m his. That means something.” 

“It wasn’t like that, with Larkin, I mean. I hated him, and yet I still...need him. It’s 
like --” Kane couldn't finish. “I agreed to it at first because I had to. He had Jinx by the 


throat.” 


Hanz sat down again, hating the cliché that came so easily to him. “Do you want to talk 


about it?” 
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Kane shook his head, and Hanz recognized the set to his shoulders. There would be no 
budging him. “What happened happened. You got the two of you through it. Believe me, 


you were against much older and wiser opponents. You did just fine.” 


Kane lifted his hand, and the black mark swirled. “This is drawing them, isn’t it? The 


mark? It’s like a homing beacon. I drew those things here.” 
“So? If he hadn’t used you, he would have just used something else.” 
“You don’t know what it’s like to be used,” Kane snapped. 


Hanz laughed. “Of course not. Because when you’re young you believe that no one 
feels as hurt as you do.” Hanz paused. “Vision’s old master bought me from the woman who 
made me, specifically to use me as a weapon against Vision. His old lover made me his bitch. 


It sucks, boy-o, but there it is.” 
“It sucks, but there it is,” Kane repeated, staring at his arm. 


Jinx came down the stairs, but wouldn’t step off the bottom step. “Go,” Hanz said, and 


followed the two of them upstairs. 


Vision was still awake. “You're so pale,” Hanz said, coming into the room and shutting 


the door behind him. “I wish you would let me get someone for you.” 

“Or I could just suck you off,” Vision said. 

“Life is about choices,” Hanz said, not missing a beat. 

Vision waited, leaning forward. He was drained of blood; Hanz felt the bands of hunger 
roaming over Vision’s body, but at the same time he was stuffed with power. It was a heady 
mix. 

“Step one is you coming here, sir,” Hanz said, softly. 

“What’s step two?” 

“You taking off all your clothes as you come.” 


“And then?” 
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“We go on to step three, sir.” 

“Which is?” 

“You're jumping ahead.” 

Vision kicked his legs off the bed, then stood. 


“Your jacket first, sir,” Hanz continued. “Just don’t drop it on the floor. Put it over the 


» 


chair. 

Vision raised his eyebrow. “You'll train me yet, won’t you?” 

“It is my hope, sir.” 

Vision slipped his jacket off, letting it fall where it did. “Better luck next time.” 

Hanz shook his head. “The rest of it, and you had better be quick about it.” 

“Or?” 

“There won't bea next time.” 

No one could take clothes off quite as quickly as Vision could. He finished, standing in 
the middle of the room. His white skin was like marble in the filtered light through the 


window. Despite his lack of blood, he was already semi-hard, and Hanz took a moment just 


to appreciate the aesthetic beauty. Vision stared down at the floor. 

“Would you like to kneel?” 

Vision nodded. 

Hanz snapped his fingers and Vision dropped to his knees, needing the permission. 
Hanz walked around him, behind him, and felt how tense that made Vision. He smiled. The 
red, raw silk tie had ended up on top of Vision’s shirt, and Hanz scooped it up before 
returning to Vision. 

The tie looped lazily around Vision’s throat, and Hanz slowly pulled it free. He smiled 


again at the elongated sigh that came from Vision as he did it. It matched the whisper of the 
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silk against his skin perfectly. “How about putting your hands behind your back and crossing 


your wrists, sir? Would you think that would be more comfortable?” 


“Td rather have my hands free,” Vision said, though he obviously fought to say the 


words. 


“Would you?” Hanz asked, and allowed himself to sound more surprised than he really 


felt. “Because, honestly, sir, that doesn’t sound like you at all.” 
Vision pulled his hands back, crossing them as Hanz had asked. 
“That’s more like it,” Hanz said. “Isn’t that better?” 


Vision hissed at him, softly, more like a disturbed housecat than anything more feral. 
The red tie looked good against Vision’s skin, like just spilled blood. His wrists twisted, 
slowly, as Hanz finished the last of the knot, and then he bound Vision to the spot. Vision 


couldn’t break out of it now if he wanted. 


And that made Vision relax. Hanz took his face, then dragged his thumbnail across 
Vision’s bottom lip. It hurt; Hanz felt the pain as though it were his, and the blood welling to 
the skin was the same color as the silk. Hanz kissed it off him, and the taste of it was like a 
drug. 

Vision shuddered. Hanz broke away and went to the closet. He removed his own 
jacket, taking the time to smooth out the wrinkles from the fabric. His shirt, tie and slacks 


followed, everything put away in the proper place, and he took his time to return. 
“You look good on your knees,” Hanz allowed. 


“Thank you,” Vision whispered. Hanz was so close that he felt the breath of air on his 
thigh from Vision’s words. He took his fingernail and dragged it across his skin right where 
the breath had touched. The blood only took a second to bead before running down his 
thigh. Vision let Hanz guide him to it, and didn’t fight as Hanz only allowed him to lick up 


the spilled blood. 
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Vision’s fangs came out. He snarled, but Hanz stepped back. If he hadn’t bound Vision 
to the spot, Vision would have broken free. He let Vision rage, still firmly on his knees, and 
then stepped behind him. 

Vision’s snarls died in his throat. “Do you want me to let you bite down?” Hanz asked, 
softly. 

“Yes,” Vision hissed. 

“Yowre going to have to put away your teeth,” Hanz said. “Then touch your forehead 
to the carpet.” 

Vision snarled, housecat completely gone. Hanz welcomed the change. 

“Do it, sir. It will be the last thing I make you do. You'll have free rein after that.” 

Vision snarled again. 

“Pity,” Hanz said, and stepped away even further. 

“Wait,” Vision called. “Please, Hanz.” 

“Yowre hungry.” 

“Yes,” Vision hissed again. “I am.” 

“Then bend down.” 

Vision fought the tie that held him. “I can’t.” 

“Yes, you can. And you want to. So just do it.” 

Vision fought, harder than Hanz had ever seen him. He didn’t strain the knot at all, but 
if Hanz hadn’t been the one to secure him, the knots would not have held. 

“Would you like help?” Hanz asked, calmly. 

Vision growled, pure jungle, then nodded. “Please,” he whispered. 


Hanz put his hand on Vision’s hip, and the other he used to slowly lower Vision’s head 


to the floor. Vision was right; the first few inches felt as though Hanz were trying to push 
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two like magnets over each other. Then something broke. Vision touched the carpet, and 
despite the fact that they were on the second floor, Hanz felt the tension drain out. 

Hanz kept Vision down until the last of the tension escaped, then carefully helped 
Vision back to his knees. The wound that Hanz had opened had already closed, but Vision 
found it with his teeth. He tore open the spot, Hanz gritting his teeth against the pain. The 
moment Vision started to feed, the hurt went away, and there was only pleasure. 

Vision drank his fill, and Hanz held his head to the vein while he did it. Only when 
Vision started to lick the wound closed did he let go, and Hanz released his hands and the 
silk tie at the same time. 

Vision stood up, grabbing Hanz by the wrists, and pushed him back to the wall. Hanz 
didn’t try to stop him, not even as Vision sank his teeth into his throat. He wasn’t drinking, 
but the possession of the act was unmistakable. 

“Tell me what you want,” Hanz whispered. 

“Turn around,” Vision growled. 

“Lube first.” 

Vision growled. Hanz didn’t budge. “Lube first.” 

Vision stalked to the bedside table and did the honors himself. When he returned, 
Hanz had already braced himself against the wall. Vision pushed inside, one hand around 
Hanz’s throat, drawing his head back. He closed his eyes, giving himself over. Vision slid 
inside, the burn barely there, and it went right past discomfort to mind-blowing. 

“Talk to me, sir,” Hanz said. The intensity of the thrusts was too much. 

“What do you want me to say?” Vision growled in his ear. He kept doing this thing 
with his hips that Hanz didn’t even know was possible, but it seemed to hit his prostate with 
each thrust. 

“I love fucking you.” 


Hanz shuddered. “Not helping, sir.” 
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“What if I wrap my hand around your cock?” Vision asked. “Would you like it slow? 


Hard?” 


Hanz pretty much gave up on the whole conversation. He bucked as Vision made good 
on his promise, and couldn’t help it. Hanz was coming, helpless against the wall, and Vision 
was right after him. Vision remained behind him for a minute or two, and then they made it 
back to the bed. The sheets had just been changed, and with Hanz’s skin as sensitive it was, it 


felt like falling back into a bed of flower petals. 


Vision woke first. Hanz rolled over and stole his pillow, so there was really no going 


back. “Are you going to stay at the house tonight?” he asked. 


Hanz waved him away. Vision took that as a yes. Vision kissed the top of his head and 


dressed in the filtered light. He grabbed his briefcase and went downstairs. 


He wasn’t alone. Lyall was awake as well, though the rest of the house was asleep. Lyall 


stood up from where he sat at the table. “Do you need me to move?” he asked. 
“No,” Vision said. “Janus made you his lieutenant, didn’t he?” 
“Yes, sir.” 


“When you're finished with the car, have Hanz bring you copies of all the notes he 


thinks you should have.” 
Lyall blinked. “Why him, sir?” 
“He’s a less trusting soul than I am. Tell him I said that.” 


“Yes, sir.” Lyall didn’t look away. He had something else to say, obviously, and Vision 


waited for it. 
“Sir?” 
“Yes, Lyall?” 


“Hanz, I mean, you...you use Hanz, don’t you?” 
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“That’s rather a personal question.” 

Lyall flushed. “I didn’t mean it like that. As your lieutenant. You use him for things, 
right?” 

“Yes,” Vision allowed, cautiously. 

“I thought it would be more...stuff. But now rather than being left behind and ignored, 
Pm brought to places and ignored. At least at home I have my Xbox.” 

Vision patted him on the shoulder. “That’s what being a lieutenant is about, I’m afraid, 
at least at first. You get used to it. I use Hanz because he spent months making himself useful 
for me to use. Janus doesn’t know how to delegate because he’s never had to before.” 

“That’s the only way?” 

“No. You can always kill Janus and take over his operations.” 

Lyall looked suitably horrified. 

“Which is probably not an option for several reasons,” Vision continued. “Find your 
place, Lyall. It’s there, somewhere.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

Vision glanced up. Janus was standing in the doorway. “It’s times like these I’m really 
glad we've gone past the whole plotting each other’s deaths thing,” Janus said. 

“I think it shows just how much we’ve grown as people,” Vision responded. “Are you 
ready?” 

Janus nodded. Lyall looked up, hopefully, but Janus shook his head. “Miller’s here.” 


Vision stood up and left with him. 


Once they were in the car, Vision sat back. “So, are you going to tell me your plan?” 


“Why? So you can just veto it?” Janus asked. 
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“I prefer the term discuss more viable alternatives. What I don’t want happening is that 


you storm into the room, demand that they follow you or else, close the meeting, and leave.” 
“I was going to ask if there were any questions first,” Janus said, mulishly. 
“Yeah, that would go over well.” 


“And in between the demanding and the storming, I thought I might equalize the 


territories. Put everyone back on equal footing.” 
Vision sat back. 
“You're not going to tell me what a horrible idea it is?” 


“It’s going to annoy some of the elders who have richer territories. But it’s fair, and 
they won't be able to fault you for that.” Vision closed his eyes. Janus was always fair. It was 


his best and worst quality. 


“It’s not going to change anything. The energy will start to pool again, but if the elders 


can’t keep it, they won't be in power for much longer.” 


“Sounds good.” 


When Janus pushed the door open, the room fell silent. Vision’s ears pricked -- it had 
been Lagrishe speaking. He didn’t know why that should bother him, but when Janus 


walked in, for the first time the mood could have been described as hostile. 
“Lagrishe,” Vision said, and went to stand by him. 
Lagrishe bowed his head. “Vision. Will you join me again at my house this evening?” 
“I may be a bit busy.” 
“Some other time, then.” 
Vision nodded. 


Lagrishe was about to speak again, but Janus cleared his throat and the conclave 


became quiet. Janus didn’t waste time. He held out his hand, and his map rose from the dark, 
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glossy table. The territories had become even more uneven; rather than being different 
shades of blue, the lightest territories were barely more than white and the stronger ones 
were black. The youngest elders were also the strongest, but they were the ones the most in 


awe of Janus, and would probably take the leveling the best. 


Janus’s hand started to shake. It was barely noticeable, but still Vision saw it. The colors 
equalized, slowly, so that the whole map was roughly the same color. Or at least the same 
hue. The shade depended on how large or small the territory was. Everything was 


completely equal. 


“We are coming into some difficult times,” Janus said, and at least his voice did not 


waver. “And I would appreciate your support.” 


No one questioned him. Janus stood, rod still as the members of the conclave filed past. 
Breylorn caught Vision’s eye, but Vision shook his head. He’d be out shortly. Breylorn shut 
the door behind the last of the vampires, and Janus waited for the solid thunk of the door 


closing before collapsing. 


Vision caught him and helped him down into the chair. “What would have happened if 


you had waited and done the transfer over the course of an evening?” Vision asked. 
“It would have lost something,” Janus said, and put his head down. 
“But you'd be able to stand now.” 
“Trade-offs,” Janus said. “Sleep now.” 


“Rest,” Vision told him, and closed the door behind him. 


Breylorn waited for Vision outside. “That went well.” 
“Will you make sure he gets home?” Vision asked. 
Breylorn nodded. 


“Tve been told your car is waiting for you.” Breylorn went back into the boardroom 


and closed the door. Vision just heard the rough rumble of Breylorn’s voice rather than the 
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actual words, but they were soft and gentle. Janus said something in return, and Vision heard 


the sound of clothes slipping off. 


Vision went downstairs to find Hanz waiting for him in the town car. Vision couldn't 


contain his grin. Hanz unrolled the passenger window. 


“Hey, sailor, you looking for a date?” Vision asked, resting his elbows on the 


windowsill. 


Hanz grinned back, and Vision felt the very physical attraction he had for Hanz tighten 
in his chest. He’d thought he’d been in love once before, but even when he’d been at the 
peak of the relationship, he’d never felt this ridiculously happy as he did when he saw Hanz 


for the first time after an absence. 
“I suppose that depends,” Hanz said, carefully. 
Vision got into the car. “On what?” 
“How hungry you are.” 
“Starved,” Vision rested his head on the back of his seat. “Where are the kidlets?” 


“Jess came and got them. She was furious that ld kept them overnight until I 


mentioned the zombie vampires.” 

“Yowre going to have to sue for custody with that one, darling.” 

The car started moving. “I guess it’s like a do-over for her.” 

“Everyone deserves one.” 

Hanz shifted gears, and Vision was enthralled by the way he rubbed the knob of the 
gear shift. Hanz caught him looking. “See something you like, sir?” 

The sound that Vision made was supposed to be an affirmative. Hanz began running 
his fingers down the length of the shift, and suddenly the interior of the car was very, very 


hot. 
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“That...” Vision managed, forming his words more carefully this time, “is patently 


unfair.” 
“Yes,” Hanz agreed, eyes now firmly on the street. “It is.” 
“I could just order you to pull over and fuck me,” Vision said, softly. 
“You could, but where would the fun in that be?” 
“Mostly in my pants.” 
“Yow re going to have to wait, sir.” 
“For what?” 
Hanz gunned the engine again. “I don’t think I’m going to tell you, sir.” 
“You do know you're killing me here, right?” 
“I assure you, that is not my intention at all.” 


Vision opened his mouth to argue, but Hanz held out his hand. “I think we’re done 


talking about it, sir.” 


His voice was light, but there was that steel edge to it that made Vision want to melt 


into his seat. He sat back into it instead and enjoyed the ride. 


Hanz parked in the garage, and Vision waited for him to finish. “Do you feel it?” he 


asked. The vampires with their mindless hunger were all around. 
Hanz nodded. 
“What do you want?” Vision called. 


There was no answer. Their need was stronger tonight; Vision felt it in his bones. It 


was so strong it almost hurt. “We should go in, sir,” Hanz said and took his elbow. 
“They want something.” 


“Yes, of course they do,” Hanz said. “But I'd rather it wasn’t you they took it from.” 
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The need was so close to emerging into words that Vision was going to tell him to back 
away, but the moment Hanz touched him the mood broke and it was back to mindless, 


thoughtless hunger. 
“Something’s not right,” Vision told Hanz, once they were inside. 
“Zombie vampires, sir, are often wrong.” 


“That’s not what I mean,” Vision said, leaving the door open. The darkness was the 


same as it was every other night, but now he could feel them shuffling to the house. 
Hanz reached around him and closed the door. “Shall we?” 


Vision nodded. Still, Hanz had to take him by the elbow and pull him along upstairs. 


“If youre not into this, sir, we can always do it another night.” 
“No, go ahead,” Vision said. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Kiss me.” 


Hanz backed him to the wall. He reached up, interlocking his fingers into Vision’s hair, 


and yanked his head back. 


And Vision was back in the mood again. “You are hungry,” Hanz whispered. “I can 


taste it on your skin.” 
“Then feed me,” Vision whispered. 
“Would you like it to be that easy?” Hanz asked. 


Vision wanted to say yes. He did. The word was on his lips. All he had to do was open 


his mouth. Instead, he shook his head. 
“Would you like to earn it on your back or your knees?” 
“Knees,” Vision said. 


Hanz nodded, and stepped back. Vision took that as his cue to kneel down and he did 


so, hands by his side. It just felt better on his knees. The moment he settled down, he could 
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feel all the tension from the evening drain out of him. Hanz had gone to the closet, and 
when he came back, not even the blindfold in his hands bothered Vision. 

“Do you mind, sir?” 

Vision shook his head. 

“Td like for you to say it.” 


Vision took a breath and held it. Hanz knew it wasn’t his favorite thing, not by a long 


shot, but he felt that it was appropriate. “Yes.” 
“Just yes?” Hanz sounded disappointed. 
“Yes, please,” Vision repeated, because that was appropriate too. 


The black leather blindfold blocked out the last little bit of light. Hanz fitted it around 
his head, carefully lowering it into place. Vision’s fangs came out, and rather than be 


offended, Hanz stroked them with his fingertip. “I would really like to fuck you right now.” 


Vision snarled. Hanz, damn him, didn’t remove his finger from Vision’s fang. Hanz was 
that unafraid of him. Vision wanted him to be, but then changed his mind. Hanz’s rough 
knuckles brushed his cheek, and then he patted his shoulder. “Don’t move,” Hanz told him, 


and then walked away. 


Vision listened to his footsteps, and he was left alone. Hanz returned almost 


immediately, but he wasn’t alone. 


The human stepped lightly, as though he were afraid. Hanz whispered to him, told him 
there was nothing to be concerned with. His tone was so soft that even Vision was calmed by 
it. 

The human approached, and Vision heard his heartbeat. It was so loud it echoed on the 
walls. Vision’s hunger was now all-consuming. The human was so close Vision could taste 


him, and even in complete darkness, he could feel the heat radiating from the human’s skin. 


“This is Peter,” Hanz said. “He’s very much interested in becoming your personal 


feeder, if you find him agreeable.” 
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Vision didn’t move. He didn’t want to stay on his knees. He wanted to press the human 
to the wall and feed. Soft skin, barely touched by the sun brushed Vision’s lips, and he felt 
the femoral artery just under the skin. He was going to tear, but Hanz was there, stroking the 


back of his neck. “Gentle.” 

Vision slowly sank his fangs into the skin. Peter hissed, wanting to jerk away from the 
pain, but Hanz held him still. Blood burst into Vision’s mouth, fresh and sweet, and he drank 
as much as he could before the wound closed again. Peter’s erection was hot and tight next to 
Vision’s cheek. 

“Thank you Peter,” Hanz said. “Better?” 

Vision knew Hanz was speaking to him. “Much, thank you.” 

“Yowre welcome. Will Peter do, or should I keep looking?” 


“He'll do.” 


Hanz removed the blindfold. The human’s skin was the color of café au lait, and his 
eyes were the deepest of green. He looked down at Vision without an ounce of 


condescension, and bowed his head. “Take him, Vision, if you want,” Hanz said. 
Vision stood up. Peter’s eyes widened, but he didn’t step back. “May I?” Vision asked. 


Peter nodded, still staring at the floor. Vision took him to the bed. Peter went 
willingly. Vision motioned him on the bed, to kneel down on it, and it made him the perfect 
angle. Hanz was there, helping him take off his clothes, then going to the bedside table. Hanz 
filled his palm with lubrication, and Vision sighed as Hanz worked it over his cock. He 
moved to Peter, working his slippery fingers inside, and Peter shuddered, already overly 


hard from the draining. 


“Inside,” Hanz said, and guided Vision’s cock in. He waited, guiding Peter back, and let 
the young man’s breathing tell him when he was ready for more. Hanz touched Peter’s 


cheek. “Are you okay?” 


Peter nodded, but didn’t speak. 


Master of the Lines 4: Prodigals 143 


“It’s up to you,” Hanz said. “Vision is going to hold you, but he’s not going to thrust. 
You can fuck yourself as hard or as slow as you want.” 

Peter nodded again, then bowed his head. Hanz moved behind Vision. Hanz was still 
fully dressed, and he held Vision’s hips still. 

It didn’t take long for Peter to figure it out. Vision kept him from going too far, but that 
was about all he could do with Hanz holding him back. It was a strange feeling, to have Hanz 
over him, controlling him, and yet still be fucking. Hanz didn’t attempt to control him any 
more than he was, and Vision could just relax into the sensation without drowning in them. 

Hanz kissed his ear. “I love you.” 

Vision was quite beyond speaking. He brought his hands back, to the back of Hanz’s 
neck, and Hanz didn’t seem to mind completely supporting him. He closed his eyes. Peter 
had already been turned on from the bloodletting. Vision gave over his own pleasure, which 
turned his entire body orgasmic. Peter was already starting to shudder, but for Vision, it 
seemed like he was coming for hours. 

Peter pulled away first, and Hanz eventually took Peter’s wrists and let him stand back 
on his own feet. Hanz helped Peter up. “Frank will put you up for the night,” he said, 
helping him to his clothes. “Thank you very much.” 

Peter flashed them both a weak grin, and he stumbled away, just clutching his shoes. 
Vision went into the bath to wash up, and when he returned, Hanz was already in bed. 

“What about you?” Vision asked. 

“T assure you, sir, I was quite well taken care of.” 

“Good to hear,” Vision said, and joined him in the bed. 

He woke, hours later, to the phone. 

Hanz answered it. Vision waited for it to be passed over, but Hanz instead sat up. “He 
said what?” 


Vision could just hear Jess’s voice on the other line. “Jinx said he had to talk to you.” 
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“Jinx did.” 
“Yes, Jinx did. Is it too late?” 


“We'll be up for you.” 


Hanz put down the phone. He tried to get up, but Vision pushed him down again. 


“They'll wake us once they’re here,” he said, and threw his arm over Hanz’s chest. 
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Chapter Nine 


Kane was sound asleep beside Jinx, but Jinx couldn’t close his eyes. He was beyond 
tired and felt as though he always had been. Not even the slight burn from the sex that 
they'd just had which was usually enough to tie him to Kane’s heartbeat, was enough to pull 


him down into Kane’s sleep. Tonight his heartbeat was too loud. 


He stole downstairs. He wasn’t related by blood to the house owner, and the walls 
knew it. He might as well have been a thief. The moonlight turned the white walls silver and 
the shadows into open pits. He shied away from them to keep whatever was inside of them 


from grabbing his ankles. 


He heard voices, even though there were no lights on. Jess was awake and talking to 


someone in a low voice. Jinx snuck into the kitchen. 


There was a vampire sitting with Jess who was neither Hanz nor Hanz’s elder. This one 
was powerful, more powerful than anything Jinx had felt before. It was almost stunning. 
Despite wanting to stay in the shadows, he found himself stepping forward. 

“So, you're Jinx,” the elder said, and when he spoke, he smiled at Jinx. It was so human, 
Jinx wanted to touch his skin. It would feel warm, he knew. Almost alive. “I’ve been told 


about you.” 
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“What did they say?” Jinx asked, taking another step closer. He was within the 
vampire’s grasp now. Of course he had been when he stepped into the room, but now the 


vampire only had to reach out and take him. 


The vampire, Janus, this one was called, lounged easily in his chair. Jinx felt his power 
coming from all over. He owned the lines; they worked through him. It was heady and 
terrifying being in the same room with him. Still, Jinx couldn’t stop his body from leaning 
forward, to offer that which he had. 

Janus smiled again. 

“It’s all right, Jinx,” Jess said. He watched her putting the needle in Janus’s arm, and for 
a moment he thought that the skin would be impenetrable. But the needle slipped in easily. 
Within seconds blood so rich that even Jinx could smell the power, flowed through the 
plastic tubing, filled the lines, and drained into a waiting bag. 

“I have one like you,” Janus said. He didn’t seem affected by the drain, and Jinx 
couldn’t stop staring at how quickly the blood left him. He’d be on the floor, but Janus kept 
draining and draining. 

“Like me?” 

“He hears the music too. It’s a very special gift, what you have. Don’t give it away to 
anyone.” 

“What am I?” Jinx asked. 

Janus reached up and touched his hair. “You were born to be tied to the lines. I suppose 
when Lore pulled up the lines from San Francisco, it left you empty inside.” 

Jinx frowned. He was never empty. 

“That was the wrong word. Unformed, perhaps. Incomplete. You’ve always needed the 
lines. And now you have them, you’re whole again.” 


Jess pulled out the needle. “We’re done here,” she said, and left him a cotton ball over 


the puncture wound. “Id say no heavy lifting, but honestly, I think you’re fine.” 
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Janus nodded. “I have to get back. You'll take good care of this one as well, will you 
not?” 

Jess looked up from gathering up her tools. “This one is mine, as well.” 

It was meant as a joke, Jinx knew, but that didn’t stop the panic inside him. Jess went 
up to bed, Janus left, and Jinx remained at the table for a long time before getting up and 
going to the porch. 

He wasn’t brave. He knew that. Kane had sat on the bottom step in the night, 
welcoming Larkin to him, but Jinx couldn’t leave the relative safety of the porch. 

“This is not a threshold,” Larkin said, just on the other side of the screen door. It wasn’t 
locked. It wasn’t even latched; there had been an ancient hook in place, and only then did 
Jinx remember he himself had flicked it open. 

He also opened the screen door. He hadn’t invited Larkin in, and Larkin didn’t push 
the lack of the threshold. 

“This world isn’t yours,” Larkin crooned, holding out his hand. Jinx couldn’t tell from 
the angle of his reach whether he’d breeched the doorway, and was afraid to take a step to 
the right or left to find out. 

“Words,” Larkin hissed. “Schools? Shopping malls? You can’t expect this to be your life, 
Jinx. You're not like them. They can’t invite you in.” 

Larkin would know. Jinx felt himself swaying to the music he heard. It was dull, and 
low enough that it made the bottoms of his feet itch. 

“Go away,” Jinx said, softly. “You don’t know me.” 

Larkin licked his lips. He’d tasted Jinx’s blood, blood that Jinx had given willingly. 
They were drawn together. 

“Jinx,” Larkin whispered. “Invite me in.” 

“Don’t do it, Jinx,” Kane said from the door of the house. Jinx turned, relief flooding 


over his body like warm bath water. 
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“Kane,” Jinx whispered. “Help me.” Because Kane would. Everything was going to be 
all right now. 

Kane stepped onto the porch. His presence made the fuzzy line between the house and 
the yard snapback into place. Larkin had to take a step back. “You’re not welcome here,” 
Kane said, firmly. He pulled Jinx behind him. Jinx wanted to wrap his arms around Kane. His 
solidness made Jinx feel real. 

It almost worked. Larkin took another step back. “Go inside, Jinx.” 

Jinx shook his head, stepping even closer. He could smell Kane now; soft and warm, 
just like how the normals smelled, and Jinx knew he was losing him. The bare skin on the 
back of Kane’s neck was begging to be licked, as though Jinx could wash the normal off him. 

Larkin looked at him. You wont be able to keep him, the look said. He bowed 
mockingly, and disappeared into the night. 

Jinx grabbed Kane’s wrist. “Let’s go,” he said. 

“Go where?” 

Jinx made a stabbing motion with his wrist. There was no word for what he wanted to 
say. “Not here. Away,” he tried, but that didn’t even come close to touching on the panic he 
was feeling. They’d stayed still too long. Now they took cars and sat in comfortable chairs. It 
wasn't right. He made another disgusted sound in the back of his throat. 

Kane hesitated, only for a second. “Jinx, we’re not going anywhere. This is home.” 

Jinx shook his head. It wasn’t his. “I have to go,” he said, deliberately. 

Kane grabbed his wrists, then abandoned them to hold his face. “Don’t say that,” he 
said. “I want you to stay with me.” 

Jinx exhaled, then sat down on the rough floorboards. Kane threw up his arms. “What 
do you want, Jinx?” he demanded. 


“Sleep with me,” Jinx said, and pulled Kane’s arm down. “Here. Now.” 
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Kane was going to deny him. Jinx knew it, and he felt his stomach start to shatter, but 
instead Kane sighed, too heavily. “I swore I'd never sleep on the ground again,” he groused, 
but joined Jinx on the dirty floor. 

It should have been too cold, Jinx knew, but it wasn’t. Kane settled down, and despite 
his complaints, he fell asleep almost immediately. Jinx was able to follow him this time. 

When he woke up, now well into morning, there was a blanket over both of them. 
Kane was snoring, and the familiar tone told Jinx everything was going to be all right, if he 
could just control the panic inside. He left Kane sleeping on the floor and went inside. 

Jess was still in her uniform. She sat at the table, hugging a mug. “If this is going to be a 
regular thing, I can get you a foam mattress. You don’t ever have to feel cooped up here, 
Jinx.” 

Cooped up. He’d never heard the term before, and had no idea what a coop actually 
was, but the meaning summed up the heavy feeling inside. “Yes,” Jinx told her. 

“Hungry?” 

Jinx thought about it. He supposed the discomfort was hunger. “Yes.” 

She nodded at the bag of bread behind him. “Help yourself.” 


So he did. The bread was wonderfully fresh as he dug into the metallic bag. He smelled 


the yeasty goodness before taking a big bite of one slice. 


Jess was staring at him, and he realized he’d done something wrong, but he didn’t 
know for the life of him what it was. He waited, but she was too polite to correct him. He 
swallowed the bread, now dry in his mouth and took a moment to find his voice again. “You 


can tell me,” he said, quietly. 


“Wouldn’t you rather have the bread as toast or as part of a sandwich?” Jess asked, 


gently. 
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Jinx stared down at the white bread in his hand. He supposed there would be a time 
when he would want to cover the taste of food with more food, but he was still just happy 


the bread was fresh. “’'m...good,” he said, cautiously. 
Jess nodded. “Then I’m sorry that I brought it up.” 


Kane stumbled out of the porch, stubbled and dusty, and grumbled something about a 
shower and a shave before stalking upstairs. The baleful glare paused, just for a second, and 


he met Jinx’s eye. There was an invitation there, and suddenly Jinx no longer felt hungry. 


He turned back to Jess, not having the language or the skill to make excuses. “Go,” she 


said. Jinx stood up and scampered after Kane up the stairs. 


Jinx hadn’t even noticed Kane’s stubble before. It was just a part of who Kane was, but 
now that they were here, Kane shaved every day. It seemed like a waste to Jinx. He sat on 
the counter as Kane began the ritual. Hot water. New razor blades. Shaving cream. This was 


a completely different world. 


Still, he liked the way Kane looked when he scraped away old skin for shiny new. He’d 
only made the mistake of kissing the just-shaved skin once, and then spent the next half an 


hour spitting. He shuddered at the memory. 


Kane finished the last little nip under his nose and then rinsed off with clean water. 
Jinx was older than Kane was by at least two summers, yet Jinx’s cheeks remained bare. Kane 
touched his chin, tilting his head back, and then kissed him with his new face. “Shower with 


» 


me. 
Jinx nodded, already pulling his shirt off over his head. 


Bathing in hot water still felt decadent. All the time on the street, he was afraid to 
drink from the filthy public water fountains. He was amazed to see so much drinkable water 


pouring down the drain. 


Kane lifted his chin again. They kissed under the warm spray. Despite not being able to 


ward off Larkin, Kane was completely his. There was victory here. 
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Just as Kane was about to take him back to the bedroom, Jinx’s stomach rumbled loud 
enough that Kane heard it. The bite of bread had just made the hunger pains worse. Instead 


of going to bed, they went back down to eat. 


During the day, the music was muffled. The rays of the sun beat it down so far beneath 
the earth’s surface that Jinx couldn’t hear it even when he pressed his ear to the ground. 
Kane watched him, amused, but didn’t tell him to get up, even after the rest of the normals 


were staring. 


When the sun started to set, and the long, sideways light couldn’t suppress the music, it 
came back. Jinx stopped walking and smiled. Kane noticed he wasn’t keeping up and 


instantly turned around. “Jinx?” 

Jinx grabbed him. The music had more melody to it now, but it didn’t overwhelm the 
noise from the street. “Do you hear it?” Jinx asked, swaying back and forth. Kane moved with 
him. 

“No,” Kane said, honestly. Jinx’s good mood started to fade, but then Kane kissed him 


again. “But then I don’t need to, love, with you here.” 


Love. The word and the meaning behind it struck him at the same time, and they were 


as perfect as a note from the music. He grinned and kissed Kane back. 


Jess cleared her throat. Kane flushed, grabbed Jinx’s hand, and pulled him along 
behind. 


Jess had the day off, and she stayed home with them. Hanz had a meeting to go to, and 
he would be there only briefly, if at all. They made popcorn, watched a movie, and then 
retired to the kitchen where Jess and Kane played Scrabble. Jinx only watched, but loved the 
way the spider web of words evolved into nonsensical sentences. 

He stood up, going behind where Kane sat to rest his arms and head on Kane’s 
shoulder. The moon was out, and had been out for a while, and the glory of the music had 


dimmed. Under the power of the moon, Jinx felt a new hunger, and this one gnawed at him. 
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It was stronger than it had been with Larkin, like it was with him after he’d taken the 
mouthful of bread. The hungry ones had fed, but it was just enough to remember what food 


was like. 


And the food wasn’t food at all. It was energy, and Jinx recognized it. Kane smelled of 


it, vaguely, but only because it was so closely tied to Kane’s father. 
“The elder,” Jinx said, quietly, but he was still inches from Kane’s ear. 


The two of them had been joking about something that Jinx didn’t get -- play on words 


was still beyond him, but they stopped. “What?” Kane asked. 

“The elder. Hanz’s elder. They’re feeding off him.” 

Kane sat up. “Who is they, Jinx?” 

“The hungry vampires,” Jinx replied, slightly annoyed that Kane wasn’t picking up on 
something that obvious. 

“Are you sure?” Jess asked. 

Jinx nodded. “He doesn’t feed them enough.” 

Kane paused. “What do you mean?” 

Jinx exhaled. There wasn’t any other way for him to explain it more clearly. 


“Tll call Hanz,” Jess said, and stood. 
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Chapter Ten 


Vision drummed his fingers against the table. Hanz glanced at him, the closest Hanz 
had ever come to actually trying to censor Vision’s behavior outside of the bedroom. Vision 
raised his eyebrow, daring Hanz to say something. Hanz looked away instead. Vision 
drummed once more, then stopped. 

Hanz relaxed. 

Jess let herself in. None of Vision’s staff could approach the door during the day. Even 
through the closed kitchen door, Vision still felt the radiation flood the hall. When Jess and 
the boys came into the room, they came stinking of sunlight. 

Hanz went to them, regardless. He clasped Kane’s shoulder, and Kane responded. The 
death mark on his arm was less somehow. Vision no longer saw swirling depths to it. 

Jinx stared at him. Vision stared back. The frankness of this one appealed to him. Jinx 
left Kane’s side and walked over to Vision and stroked Vision’s cheek. Vision felt his blood 
respond. He had to stop himself from grabbing Jinx’s wrist. Whatever was latent in his blood 
was close to the surface of his skin now. 

Jinx smiled at him, welcoming. He even cocked his head to the side, and the blue veins 


stood out. “You're taken,” Vision told him, though it hurt to give up the offered gift. 
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Jinx’s frown faltered for a second, and then he shrugged. Kane was beside Jinx; Vision 
hadn’t heard him approach. He put an arm over Jinx’s shoulder, the threat obvious. Vision 
stood. “If I had wanted him, I'd be dabbing my lips by now,” Vision told him, standing by 
Hanz, arms crossed. 

“Don’t engage him,” Hanz said, under his breath. “It’s not worth your time, sir.” 

“He started it,” Vision said, darkly. 

“Jinx has something to say,” Kane said, begrudgingly, but wouldn’t stop staring at 
Vision. It wasn’t quite a glare; not yet, but there was a challenge there, and Vision couldn’t 
let it go. If Hanz hadn't been in the room, he’d simply knock Kane against the wall and hold 
him there with his teeth until the pup submitted. However, it would, Vision conceded, 
probably annoy Hanz. 

“Kane,” Hanz said, warningly. “Cut that out.” 

Kane looked away, guiltily, as though he hadn’t even been aware of the fact that he had 
been challenging Vision. Vision found himself hoping that no one would be dumb enough to 
try to turn Kane. The stupid child would challenge anything crossing his path. 

“Tell them, Jinx,” Kane said. 

Jinx went back up to Vision and touched Vision’s cheek again. The longer Jinx was in 
the room, the louder the distant sound of music was, and Vision understood why Janus 
preferred his little Jackie over everyone else. Vision’s fangs came out despite himself, but he 
kept his mouth shut. 

“You’ve been feeding them,” Jinx told him. 

“No, I haven’t,” Vision said. 

Jinx smiled and wagged his finger. “You have. Your lines have. You feed them just a 
little bit, and they grow hungrier.” 

Vision shook his head, but Hanz put his hand on his shoulder. “You have, sir,” he said. 


Vision turned to him. “How?” 
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“T felt you.” 

“You felt me,” Vision repeated, doubtfully, but Hanz wouldn’t look away. 

“Yes, sir,” he said, and Vision got it. It was when he was on his knees. 

“Oh.” 

Hanz took Jinx by the hand and led him away from Vision, back to Kane. “Thank you,” 
he said. 

Jinx smiled up at him. Kane put his arm around Jinx again and hid a yawn with his 
other hand. 

“We're all tired,” Jess said, seeing it. “Why don’t you come by tonight?” 

Hanz hesitated. Vision nodded, allowing him to speak for both of them, and Hanz took 
a breath. “We'll come when we can,” he said. “But I think we have to take care of something 


first.” 
Jess patted his cheek and rounded up the boys to go home. 
Vision waited for the door to close. “You felt it?” he asked. 


Hanz nodded. “Especially the night that you couldn’t put your head down, sir. There 
was something different. You felt much stronger to me, and kneeling drained it out of you. 
The next night as well, something left you. What if those things need the lines just like we 


do? They came here following Kane because they didn’t have any lines where they were.” 

“You don’t know that,” Vision said. 

“No, but look at Jinx. The boy had nothing inside him before he was exposed to our 
lines. Now he’s bursting inside. You feel it too. What if your vampires need the feral lines, 
rather than the established?” 

Vision shook his head. “Kneeling feeds them?” he said, incredulous. 

“Maybe?” Hanz asked. “What do you have to lose? Twenty minutes or so on your knees 


tonight will tell us one way for sure, and that can’t be too much of a hardship for you.” 
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“Do I at least get a blowjob?” 

Hanz kissed his cheek. “Before and after, if you'd like.” 

Vision continued to grumble going up the stairs and into the bedroom. He stripped, 
kicking the jeans he was wearing and the shirt into the laundry pile, and stretched out on the 
bed. Hanz was busy in the bathroom for a while, and when he came out, he was naked. 
Vision was too tired to take any more than an academic interest in how beautiful Hanz was. 
His skin was cold; he hadn’t fed when Vision had. 

“Hungry?” Vision asked. 

“I could eat,” Hanz said, cautiously. 

Vision rolled over, bringing his knees up, and hugged the pillow to his chest. Hanz slid 


into him, carefully, then bit down on the back of his neck and fed. 
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Chapter Eleven 


Vision had landscapers to take care of the back of his house. He occasionally heard 
them during the day when he couldn’t sleep, but for the most part the yard was almost 
invisibly tended. They kept the grass lush enough to almost be a carpet, and the trees 
surrounding the house thick enough to deter prying eyes. The gazebo just before the trees 
was original to the house, and Vision couldn’t remember ever climbing the stairs to the 
center. 

Hanz was behind him, though he’d almost called the whole thing off when they'd 
opened the back door and felt the vampires all around. Just as before, Vision felt them calling 
to him. Ever since Jinx had named it, he felt the emotion as hunger. They hadn’t emerged 
from the trees yet, but they were still there. 

“Ready?” Hanz asked. He’d brought Peter back, so Vision was at least bursting with 
blood. “It feels strange to be outside.” 

“There’s just me here, sir.” 

“T still don’t like it.” There was an uncomfortable knot in his stomach that was just 
getting tighter. 


Hanz kissed him, then held his chin. “For me, Vision?” he asked. 
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Vision made a face, but dropped to his knees. It still didn’t feel very comfortable. He 
was completely exposed. Hanz put his hand down on Vision’s shoulder. “You have to go 


lower.” 


Vision’s stomach sank, but it was easier because Hanz was there. He could feel the 
other vampires approach, and this time they were not as mindless. They were hungry, and 


Hanz was right; this would feed them. 


Pulling Hanz back from the black mark had definitely opened something up. He felt it 
stirring inside him, but nothing changed. He was on his knees, but he didn’t feel anything 
even remotely start to move. He was about to get frustrated, when Hanz cleared his throat. 


“What are you thinking about?” he asked. 


Vision wanted to say Aow stupid this all is, but the words didn’t come. He wanted to 
complain about how hard the wood was, the nervousness of kneeling so out in the open, but 


none of that was the reason they were out there in the first place. 


He thought about the first time it happened and how good it felt to be on his knees. To 
be able to kneel and release -- release what? he wanted to ask, but of course he didn’t -- 
whatever was inside of him. And the second time. The release had almost made him come 


right there. 


This was all about release. Giving it up to Hanz, to the world, from himself. He relaxed, 
sitting back further on his heels, and just let it begin. There was the new flow inside him that 
began to tingle first. With Janus and his old lines, Vision had always imagined them being 
neon green and baby blues. These lines weren’t. They were browns and grays. Muted 
yellows and reds. Autumnal colors. Reaching down for them brought up the smells of damp 


riverbeds, piles of leaves, and the long, dry wait for snowfall. 


Hanz groaned. Of course the new pull was filtering through him. The vampires around 


them came out from their hideouts, but rather than being threatening, they were beseeching. 
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Vision put his hands flat against the gazebo floor. The tingling sensation became 
stronger, and he had to unclench his jaw because his teeth were vibrating to it. A tremor 
racked his body, and Vision felt the conduit that he’d opened grow wider. The more that 
poured through him, the stronger the tremors felt, conversely the stronger he felt. This 
wasn't like Janus’s lines; these lines had no end to them. The more he pulled, the wider the 


pathway became. 


Eventually, a lot longer than the twenty minutes Hanz had promised him, there was no 
more need. There would be, tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, but for tonight, they 


were satiated. 
Vision pushed to his feet, body feeling fragile. 


When he looked back to the grass, black in the darkness, the half dozen vampires who 
were still there were kneeling as well. Vision stepped off the gazebo, but the closest vampire 
didn’t get off his knees. The young man, and it was a young man, didn’t look up, but held out 
his hands. “Master, please,” the young one begged. 

“What is your name?” Vision asked. 

“I...I don’t know, Master.” 

Vision touched the young one. “We'll find you something,” he said. He offered his 
wrist to the vampire, but the vampire shied away. Vision had to bring it to his mouth, open a 
wound, and offer it again before he’d drink. 

And even then, he barely took a couple mouthfuls before pushing the hand away. He 
smelled of animal blood; Vision doubted he’d ever taken blood from a human. “Thank you, 
Master. My brothers, they’re hungry too.” 

“Blood bags,” Vision told Hanz. “Get as many as you can together. They'll lose what 
they have if they’re not fed tonight.” Vision knew that. He knew because he could feel his 
energy flowing through the forty or fifty vampires around him. They’d been the rejected 


ones; formed either out of ignorance of their ways or malice, and for whatever reason, they’d 
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been rejected by the lines. They weren't feral. At least the feral vampires operated out of 
instinct. These poor bastards had survived more out of luck than design. They’d responded to 
the beacon Kane had created, and it had brought them here. 

And they could take Vision’s lines. They operated on the same frequency. Hanz was 
already on the phone, already placing the order, when the knowledge as to where Larkin 
slept came to Vision from one of the older vampires on the fringe of his awareness. 

“Jess can oversee the rest of it,” Vision said, once Hanz had handed out the last of their 
privately stocked blood. 

“Why?” Hanz asked. 

“We've got another Larkin to kill.” 

Hanz paused, but only for a second. “Yes, sir.” 

“And then, you owe me a blow job.” 


This time, there was no hesitation at all. “Yes, sir.” 


If Larkin hadn’t been tormenting Jinx and Kane, he probably would have been swept 
up with his crew during Janus’s big stunt. But of course, he had been. It left him alone at 
night, and in a city where even the rattiest of apartments the size of closets required first, last 
and security deposits, a rogue vampire did not have much in the way of safe havens. 

Larkin had found a city snow removal shed where the bags of sand were stored for the 
first big snow storm. He’d made a nest of sand bags that had burst over the years. Despite the 


few vampires he kept around, he was alone, and he was starting to feel it. 
Hanz brought out a stake. Vision took it, and pushed open the corrugated steel doors. 


Larkin was flat on his back. He’d been taking powers from the hungry vampires; that 
was obvious, and when Vision took them back, it left Larkin stricken. He couldn’t move 


from where he was. 
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Vision, for a second, wanted to let him go to live in a world where he had no money, 
no power, no minions, and no strength. Instead, he gave Hanz the stake. “Do what you 
want,” Vision said and sat down beside Larkin. 

Larkin couldn’t move his neck. Vision tucked a strand of black hair off Larkin’s 
forehead. “It’s going to be okay,” Vision said. 

“It bloody well isn’t,” Hanz said, as he lifted the spike. 

Vision shielded Larkin from watching. “It’s okay,” he repeated, stroking Larkin’s 
forehead. He took the panic from him and took away the alarm. “You won’t feel much at all.” 

Larkin’s eyes relaxed. 

The spike came down. Larkin’s body stiffened even more than it already had, and his 
skin turned waxy, but just for a moment. After that, he was just darker ash among brown 
sand. 

Hanz dusted off his hands. Vision stood up and took the spike from Hanz. He left it, 


upright in the sand where Larkin’s head had been. It wouldn’t last, but then, nothing did. 
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Chapter Twelve 


“You didn’t have to do that,” Hanz said, darkly. 
“Do what?” Vision asked. 

“Comfort him like that. He deserved a painful death.” 

“Yes,” Vision said. “He did. But no one deserves to die helpless and scared.” 

“One is worse than the other?” 

“Yes, it is.” 

Vision grabbed Hanz’s shoulder. “It cost you nothing.” 

Hanz’s face softened, for a moment. “I suppose.” 

There among snowplow blades and the covered salt pile was not the most romantic of 
places. Hanz crooked his eyebrow, looking around. He moved his hand to the front of 
Vision’s slacks, cupping him lightly. 

“Would you like me on my knees, sir?” Hanz asked. 

“Yes. That would be lovely,” Vision said, voice not the only thing growing thicker. 


Hanz dropped down. “Do you want to take yourself out for me?” 


“No.” 
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Hanz looked up and smiled. “Then why don’t you just keep your hands behind your 
back?” 


Vision did so. Clasping his wrists, locking them in place, made him even harder. Hanz 
undid his slacks with minimal wasted energy. Hanz wouldn’t look away, and that was the 
best part. The enjoyment on his face was obvious as he slowly took Vision’s length. One 
hand cupped Vision’s testicles, rubbing the sensitive spot just behind; the other rested just 
under Vision’s shirt, holding him back. The wet sounds of Hanz’s mouth, the gentle friction 
from his fingers, and the control in the hand that let Vision lean against it all worked for 
him. It was all he could do to keep his hands behind his back. Thrusting his hips forward 


only made Hanz draw back. 
“You're killing me here,” Vision said. 


“Not really, but with your kinder, gentler methodology I’m not surprised you can’t tell 


the difference.” 
“Hanz, for fuck’s sake --” 


Hanz rapped his knuckle, hard, against Vision’s perineum, and Vision’s knees almost 


buckled with the combined pleasure/pain. “You good?” Hanz asked. 


Vision nodded. Hanz did it again, just to show he cared, and then went back to going 


down. 


Hanz never gave him any warning. One second Vision would be deep inside Hanz’s 
mouth, then Hanz would flick him with his nails, catching him almost inconsequentially 
along the side of his thigh or hard on his testicles. It hurt, but the pain turned straight into 


pleasure. 


Vision felt his muscles along his shoulder clench. He’d trade everything he had to be 
able to grab Hanz’s head and fuck himself into that mouth, but he wouldn’t. Couldn't, 
actually, because that would break something between them that was stronger than both of 


them. He couldn’t even unclench his jaw to beg. 
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Hanz broke away and used the hand that had been tormenting him to keep the 
rhythm. “Go ahead,” Hanz said. 

Vision had almost forgotten how to let his fingers go. He broke free, feeling more like 
he’d been holding himself back for hours, not minutes. Hanz’s hair was just the perfect 
length for the perfect grip, and one, two, three thrusts later, he felt his body going up and 
over. The orgasm seared his skin, leaving him broken inside, but Hanz was there, holding 
him up until he could remember the muscle groups necessary for him to stand. 

Balance came next, then the art of walking. Hanz led him away, back to the car, and he 
went as docile as a lamb. 

Vision’s phone rang before they were halfway home. He was thinking about thrusting 
his hips forward to let Hanz fish it out of his pocket, but just thinking about moving 
reminded him of how sensitive he still was, so he fished it out himself with two fingers. 

He gave it to Hanz, and leaned back. “Hello, Vision’s phone,” Hanz said. 

He waited exactly one second before clearing his throat. “If you continue with that 
language, I am going to have to disconnect the call.” 

Another second. “It was nice talking with you,” Hanz said, and closed the phone 
decisively. 

“I didn’t catch that,” Vision said, not opening his eyes. 

“Apparently, the lines are still being drained.” 

The phone rang again. And again, and again. Each time, Hanz closed the phone after 
less and less of the conversation. The fourth call, however, he passed over to Vision without 
saying a word. 

Vision took it, without opening his eyes. He knew, knowing Hanz, where the phone 
would be, and he brought it to his ear. “Speak.” 

“Vision, it’s me,” Steve said, sounding hesitant. “I...I need to speak with you, sir.” 


“We're speaking now.” 
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“I can’t here.” 
“What’s wrong, Steve?” 


There was a pause, then a rueful laugh. “You said it yourself, sir. ’m not any good at 


this whole loyalty thing.” 
“Steve --” Vision began, voice more cutting than it should be. “Tell me what you did.” 


“I didn’t do anything.” Another laugh, more caustic this time. “Or maybe the first dose 
of loyalty didn’t really wear off. Lagrishe...he’s not a good man, and he’s planning 


something.” 
“What are you saying?” 


“He was working with the vampire, Larkin. They had a falling out yesterday, and 
Lagrishe poisoned him. It would have taken a while, but he was supposed to be laid out in 


the sun.” 
“He made it back to his den,” Vision said. 
“And?” Steve asked. 
“I staked him. Are you sure, Steve? If youre lying to me, I will kill you.” 
“No, sir. Pm not.” 


Vision sighed again. “Take a cab. Tell Frank you’re both welcomed into my house. 


You'll forgive me if I’ve revoked the first invitation.” 
“What if he doesn’t believe us?” 
“You won't be able to cross the threshold if you were lying.” 
“Right. Thank you, sir.” 
Vision waved his hand. “You wouldn’t have done the same for me.” 
“I would have,” Steve said, hurt. “In the beginning.” 


“Yes, but we’re long since past that, aren’t we?” 
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Vision looked over to Hanz, who was keeping his face studiously blank. Vision nudged 
him with his foot, making Hanz look up at him, and he smiled. Hanz smiled back, weakly. 


“Tve got to go. I'll tell Janus, and we'll meet you at the house.” 
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” 


Vision hung up. “I love you,” he told Hanz. 


“Yes, sir. I know.” 


“And you know the last thing you should feel about Steve is jealousy.” 
“Tm not jealous of Steve.” 

“Your mouth has been a thin line since you answered the phone.” 
“Tm not jealous.” 


“Then what?” 


“The moment you stop responding to the challenges of a nineteen-year-old human, I'll 
welcome your ex-lover into my house. These things do not have to be rational, sir.” 

“He starts it with me!” 

“And your Steve is an asshole!” 

“Point taken.” 

“Well received.” 


They both sat back. Hanz pushed the intercom. “Were stopping by Janus’s apartment 


before going home, Frank,” he said. 

“Yes, sir,” Frank said, and changed lanes. 

Vision toed off his shoes. Hanz relaxed -- or rather his lips weren’t white against each 
other any more, and he didn’t object to Vision moving his socked feet up his thighs. “If 


you're trying to appease me, it’s going to take a lot more than Advanced Footsie 201 to do it.” 


“Appease?” Vision asked. 
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Hanz just looked at him. Vision flushed and looked away. He started to move his feet, 


but Hanz grabbed them and held them in place. “I said more, not less.” 


Vision moved, and suddenly he was straddling Hanz’s lap. Vision’s head banged the 
roof of the limo, but he didn’t mind. He could smell Hanz’s arousal, and even as worn out as 
he felt, when Hanz grabbed Vision’s hips and aligned their groins, Vision couldn’t help but 


feel his body respond. 

“I thought appeasement doesn’t work,” Vision whispered, feeling Hanz’s cock through 
both their sets of clothes. 

“Appeasement never got its own private lap dance from you.” 

“I don’t hear any music,” Vision said. 

Hanz touched another button and classical music filled the back. “Smooth,” Vision 
allowed. 

“I try to be. Now are you going to do the bump and grind or what?” 

“To Vivaldi?” 

Hanz pushed another button and something more techno came on. Unfortunately, 


Frank chose that moment to arrive at Janus’s apartment. By the time the car pulled into the 


loading zone, Vision had climbed off Hanz and put his shoes back on. 


They walked past the desk, straight into the elevator. Vision locked the key into the 


elevator, and they went straight up to Janus’s floor. 


There was something wrong. Vision knew it the moment he stepped off the elevator. 
The floor was too cold, the wind too strong. Vision ran to Janus’s apartment, and when there 
was no answer, knocked the door open. Janus’s wards flared up, and shouldn’t have allowed 
him access, but Vision supposed they recognized that he was a friend, and that Janus really 


needed him. 
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Opening the door took effort, and the wind rushed past him as he did finally push it 
open. On the street, the breeze had been pleasant, but up here, over thirty stories from the 
ground, it was gale force. Janus’s entire wall of windows had been blown in, and both Janus 


and Lyall were lying stiffly on the floor. 
“Why not just kill them?” Hanz asked. 


“You saw what happened to Kane’s arm. Who knows what might happen if someone 


tried to stake Janus.” 


“The sun won't be up for another couple hours. We could take them to the office or 


home.” 


“Home,” Vision decided. “There are bound to be people wondering why an entire wall 


is missing, and it’s best we’re not here.” 


Hanz sighed. At least they’d taken the limo and not the town car. Vision made the 
doormen blind to them as they half-carried, half-dragged Lyall and Janus to the car, and then 


Frank helped bring them inside once they were back at the house. 


Janus came back first, but not until well after the sun had reached its zenith. Vision 
couldn’t fight his lethargic, sore muscles. The sun’s radiation couldn't be entirely blocked 


out, and they were never meant to be awake at noon. 


Jess, who hadn't left after taking care of the last of Vision’s army, was by Janus’s side in 
the next second. She had a bag of Janus’s own blood ready, and Janus tore into it, drinking as 
much as he could. The blood finished restoring him, but when he came back, he came back 
furious. He went after Vision, probably because Vision was the oldest, and even with Vision 
holding his throat and Hanz pulling on his shoulder, Vision barely escaped having his throat 


torn out before Janus actually saw who he had under his teeth. 
“Oops,” Janus said, stepping back. 


“My fault entirely,” Vision said, and held his throat. There were half a dozen scratches 


that easily could have severed something major if Janus hadn’t been held back. 
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“Where’s Lyall?” 


“Flat out beside where you were,” Vision said, and pushed Janus aside. Hanz caught 
Vision’s shoulder, and removed his hand to examine the wounds. Only after he dismissed 


them as being superficial did Hanz let him go. 


“It might take him longer to recover. You owe both your lives to Steve. If he hadn’t 


called me, we wouldn't have gone to get you.” 
Janus nodded. “I will thank him.” 


Vision shook his head. “You'll take him. You'll take both of them. They need safe 


harbor, and you owe them at least that.” 

“Their loyalty has to be to me first, Vision.” 

“Tve never made any claims to either of them.” 

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean much.” 

Vision took a moment to choose his words carefully. “It would make my house more 
harmonious if they were not a part of it. ’m asking a favor from you, Janus, knowing that I 
just saved your life this night.” 

Janus raised his hands. “In that case, consider it done.” 

“He drank more of the tea,” Janus said, clearing his throat. He sat down beside Lyall’s 
head and brushed the dark hair off his forehead. “I am going to kill Lagrishe” 

“Good plan. Don’t bring Vision with you,” Hanz said, under his breath. 

Janus looked up, but Vision shook his head. It wasn’t worth asking about. Janus 
shrugged and went back to tending to Lyall. 

Just before dusk, Vision went to the cellar with Jess. The wine cellar was full of the 
vampires, and they slumbered for the first time in Vision didn’t know how long. They were 


well rested, fed, and in good dirt. “How many are there?” 
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“Over a hundred,” Jess said. “I would say you had fifty here, the rest wouldn’t come in. 


But they will, eventually.” 
“Are they remembering anything more?” 


“One or two know their names. Yours, the first one, is Zachary.” 


“Will you tend them?” 
“As much as vampires need tending.” 


Vision looked at her. She wasn’t old yet, but at that timeless age humans reached that 


seemed to last forever before their final decline. It was the same age Hanz would have been. 


“And there are the humans to consider.” 
“Tve already taken Kane in.” 
“Will you take them all in?” 
“Are you offering me a job, Vision?” 


“T think I am.” 


“Do you match pension contributions?” 


“T do now.” 


“I won’t come cheap.” 


“Tm letting your brother write up your letter of offer despite the flagrant conflict of 


interest. Do you think I care?” 
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Chapter Thirteen 


“You have an army?” Janus asked, in the car on the way to the conclave. They were 


alone; because Janus left Lyall behind, Vision left Hanz. It made for an empty car. 
“A small one,” Vision allowed. 
“You have an army.” 
“You have supreme cosmic powers. Why can’t I have an army?” 
“Because then everyone will want one.” 
“Everyone can’t feed an army, Janus. I can.” 
“You can’t. They have to leave. They’re draining my lines.” 


“No, they aren’t. They were the way they were because they couldn’t use your lines. 
They're using my lines.” 

“Vision --” 

“Feel it,” Vision said. “Zachary and the others are under my house, resting. The drain 
isn’t coming from my lands, and you know it. I can feel them pull from me; you can’t.” 

Janus was still for a moment, but then nodded. “I suppose.” 


“What are you going to do about Lagrishe?” 
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“I gave it a lot of thought, but I think Pm still going to go with kil the bastard, and 


submit to his estate the bill for replacing my window.” 
“That simple?” 
“That simple.” 
“What if he wasn’t working alone?” 
“TIl ask him really nicely if he was.” 
“Sounds good.” 


There wasn’t much they could do with small talk after planning the death of an elder, 


so they sat back and waited to reach the city. 


Breylorn was waiting for them in the lobby. “You're alive,” he said, taking Janus’s 


shoulders. 


Janus stiffened. “Without arguing semantics, yes, I am. How did you know I may not 


have been?” 
“There were many surprises this evening.” 
“Up to and including?” 


“The sanctioned permission the conclave gave to Lagrishe to challenge you for your 


lands.” 


“My...lands?” Janus demanded. Technically, he didn’t have any. Vision knew Janus had 


given the lands he did have to their rightful owner six months ago. 


“The old rules still apply,” Janus said. “I thought Pd have to be here to tell Vision of 


your demise.” 
“The conclave gave their permission to Lagrishe?” 
“They had quorum without us and Drey.” 


“TI kill them all.” 
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“You can't.” 
“Oh, yes, I can. Pll incinerate the room if I have to.” 


“You can’t,” Breylorn repeated. “It was a sanctioned move. Denying its legitimacy will 


tell the entire table that you view their presence as a formality at best.” 
“They are a formality at best.” 


“Do you really think so? What if you didn’t have anyone to siphon off your energy? I 


doubt you'd last the week. Lyall even less. Your skin will peel from your bones.” 

“TIl get a new conclave.” 

“You already have babes at your table. Would you destroy what little wisdom you have 
remaining on your side so quickly?” 

Janus’s fists clenched. “You're telling me I have no choice.” 

Breylorn glanced to Vision. “Someone has to.” 


“Don’t look at him. He just made himself an army,” Janus spat. “I can ask for Lagrishe’s 


head, at the very least.” 
“You can,” Breylorn said. “But you shouldn't.” 
“Says who?” 
“It will show you're better than he is,” Vision said, quietly. 
“Was that ever in question?” 


Vision took his arm. “No. But if you show no mercy now, your enemies will expect 
none later, and that might be bad for you. Come on, Lazarus.” 

Vision went into the room first. Vision quickly memorized who, of the men sitting 
around the table, looked at him with a mixture of pain and sympathy, and who simply 


looked smug. 
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Drey was in his usual spot, but being forced to sit by two others. They were new elders, 
both having lands bordering on Lagrishe’s, and Vision quickly memorized their faces. “Let 
him go,” he said. 

Lagrishe was sitting at his old seat at the head of the table. He’d considerately left his 


right hand seat empty, no doubt for Vision. They looked to Lagrishe first, who nodded. 


Drey immediately jumped to his feet, pushing both their hands off his shoulder when 
they didn’t let go of him immediately. He was furious, obviously, but also hurt. Vision turned 
to him and winked before turning back to Lagrishe. “You’re in the wrong chair,” he said, 
simply. 

“Are you challenging me for it?” 


“Tm not, no,” Vision said. All eyes were on him. No one saw Janus until he stepped 


into the room proper. “But he might have words with you.” 


Lagrishe’s face went ashen before he even finished looking up. His jaw dropped. Janus 


approached, and Lagrishe scrambled out of his chair. 
“I gave you the chance to be my ally,” Janus said. 
“Slave was more like it,” Lagrishe snarled. 
“You have the right to choose your name for it. Down.” 


Lagrishe dropped to his knees. When Janus was angry, the energy rippled through him, 
and it was swelling now. “Who here thinks I do not have the right to stake him where he 


kneels?” Janus demanded. 
No hands rose. 


Janus leaned on the table with his knuckles. The wood transmitted his energy in a cool, 
blue wave, and everyone touching it jerked back as though they’d been stung. Even Vision 


supposed it wasn’t exactly a fair vote. 
“Yow ll never be in a position to betray me again,” Janus said, turning back to Lagrishe. 


Lagrishe swallowed, needlessly, and closed his eyes. 
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“Get up.” 
Lagrishe shook his head. 


“Get up,” Janus ordered, and Lagrishe jerked to his feet like a puppet whose strings had 


been pulled. “Invite me into your house.” 
Lagrishe’s eyes flew open. “What?” 
“Invite me into your house,” Janus said. 
“Yowre...welcome into my house.” 
“Irrevocably welcome me.” 
“You're irrevocably welcome!” Lagrishe snarled. 


Janus smiled. “I won't stake you. Not here. Pll wait for my first inkling that you maybe 


possibly might be thinking about betraying me again. Pll wake you up in your own bed.” 
Lagrishe shook his head. “No,” he whispered. 
“No?” Janus asked. 


Lagrishe slumped where he stood. He touched his throat. “That won’t be necessary, 


sir,” he said. 
“Good.” 


“Any other matter on the table?” Janus demanded. There wasn’t, but that might have 


been because the table was still smoking. 
“Then I dismiss the conclave. Good night, gentlemen,” Janus said, and stormed out. 


k k k k k 


Vision walked out of the room. He barely glanced at the gaggle of lieutenants, all 
hovering over the Navajo chair at the end of the hall, but he knew the instant he stepped 


through the door that Hanz was waiting for him. 
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And he was right. Hanz stood off to the side, with Lyall. The resentment among the 
group was obvious, but at least Hanz wasn’t throttling anyone. That was an improvement. 


“Are you ready?” Vision asked. 


“Of course, sir.” 


Vision nodded, and went to the elevator. Vision waited for the door to close before 


relaxing. “May I ask what happened, sir?” Hanz asked. 
“You can ask,” Vision asked. 
“What happened?” 
“Janus left Lagrishe alive.” 
“That seems like a surprising turn of events.” 
“He wasn’t happy with it. But we'll know if he’s working alone this way.” 
“I suppose there’s that.” 
Vision nodded. Hanz waited. “Vision?” 
“Yes?” Vision asked. 
“Yow re staring. You’ve been staring at me practically since the door closed.” 
“Tm staring at your mouth.” 
“My mouth, sir?” 
“Your mouth.” 
“What about my mouth?” 


Vision took Hanz’s head in his hand and traced out Hanz’s lips. “How it’s practically 


perfect.” 
“Practically?” 
“Well, you’re not kissing me right now.” 
“Corny, sir.” 


“Did it work?” 
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Hanz kissed him. Vision backed him to the wall, and suddenly saw the appeal to the 


position from the other side of the equation. 


The elevator door binged, and Vision broke away. 


Once back in the property, Vision tactfully ignored the construction site the gazebo 
had become. Jess had demanded her own house, and Vision had agreed. It seemed the easiest 
way to keep harmony. Kane decided that he’d be more comfortable living with her, so the 
small bungalow plans Hanz had drawn up were thrown out, and they were now building the 


foundation. 
“Are you coming to bed, sir?” Hanz asked. 
Vision nodded. “Meet me there. I have work to do in the office.” 
“Of course, sir.” 


Vision gave a cursory glance to the stack of mail from the office. Due to his nature, he 
was wary about investing in anything either too risky or short term. When decisions had to 
be made, they were often put off, but it was time to dedicate a night or so just to tend to the 
fires. He’d have to update his council notes, obviously, and make sure that he visited the few 
elders who'd had the most taken from their lines. And of course he’d have to visit Lagrishe 


and see if they could patch the bridge. 


But instead of doing all those things, he went back to the safe and pulled out the silk 


ties. They weighed almost nothing in his hand. 


“I don’t know what to call you. Do you even have a last name?” Kane said from the 


doorway. 
“Ivanov,” Vision said. “But no one has called me that in years. You can call me Vision.” 
“What kind of name is that?” 
“When your master names you, he names you,” Vision said. 


“What happened to him?” 
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“My master?” Vision asked. 

“Yes.” 

“I killed him.” 

“Why?” 

Vision shrugged. “I had to. Partly to save your father, and partly just because.” 
“Will Hanz have to kill you?” 

“I certainly hope not.” 

“But will he?” 

Vision balled the silk into his fist. “Who can say?” 

“And that doesn’t concern you?” 

“I trust your father.” 

“Did your master trust you?” 

“Probably.” 

Kane shifted, uncomfortably. “So, that’s it then. That’s your world?” 
“That’s our world. Yes.” 

“I don’t like it.” 


Vision stared at him, blankly. “I assure you, it doesn’t require you to be fond of it at 


“You'll take care of him, though, won’t you?” 
“Of course.” 

“And Jess? And Jinx?” 

“They’re all under my protection, yes.” 


“And...me?” Kane finally asked. 
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“You may not like me. But you belong to your father. So I'll do anything to protect you, 


as well.” 
“Thank you.” 


Vision’s fist tightened. “You’re welcome.” 


Hanz immediately stood. “Sir?” he asked. 
“Here,” he said, and thrust the silk into Hanz’s hands. 
“Is something wrong, sir?” 


Vision shook his head. “Nothing’s wrong. Will you use them or should I just put them 


back?” 
“TIl take them,” Hanz said. “You’re awfully testy, Vision.” 


Vision was going to take the silk back and throw them in the corner, anger 


disproportionate to the slight, but Hanz caught his shoulders. “Hey,” he said. 


“Hey,” Vision said back, but didn’t look at Hanz. His stomach was fluttering, which 
was ridiculous, because this was going to be just another evening of what was always the best 


sex he’d ever had, but he couldn’t take the edge off his nerves. 
“Ah,” Hanz said. He straightened the silk out on the bed. 
“Ah?” Vision demanded. 
“You jangle when you need them the most,” Hanz said. “You have to trust me.” 
“I do,” Vision said, because he did. 
“Are you still looking at my mouth, sir?” 
Vision nodded. 
“Why don’t you take off all your clothes and kneel on the bed?” 
Vision didn’t move. 


“Would you like me to help you?” he asked. 
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Vision said nothing. Hanz began undoing Vision’s tie, and whenever his cool hands 
brushed Vision’s cheek Vision turned to it, instinctively. 

His tie slid off from around his neck. The raw silk was too rough, and Hanz knew it. 
His jacket came off next, and Vision found himself trembling. Hanz kissed him again, but 
didn’t linger at all on Vision’s lips. He kissed his way down Vision’s neck. He bit down with 
his flat human teeth. The pain was no worse than a bad pinch. 

Still, Vision shuddered. He reached to unbutton his shirt but Hanz slapped his hand 


away. “You wanted me to do this, so you're going to have to let me do it.” 

“Please hurry.” 

“Why should I?” 

Vision closed his eyes. He took Hanz’s hand, and brought it down to his groin. “I see,” 
Hanz said. 

Hanz ran his fingers down the length of Vision’s cock, and Vision shuddered. When 
Hanz touched him with the palm of his hand, Vision jolted forward. The touch was electric, 
and Vision had to grab onto Hanz’s shoulders to stay upright. His body was singing with 
blood. 

“Interesting,” Hanz said. 

“Interesting would be you down on your knees sucking me off,” Vision growled. 

Hanz went back to unbuttoning Vision’s shirt. “And do you really think that’s going to 
be happening?” 

Vision looked to the silk. He wanted it. He wanted Hanz to take him down to the safest 
place he knew. He closed his eyes again and waited. 

“Good,” Hanz whispered. The shirt came off, slowly, and Vision hissed as the shirt 
caught his wrists. “You are so predictable, sir.” 

Vision exposed his throat to Hanz. Hanz laughed, a deep, throaty sound, and bit him 


again, hard, and yanked the shirt free. 
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He was so close that if Hanz even breathed on him, he’d come on the spot. 

So, Hanz stayed away until Vision took a breath and it didn’t shake. “You good?” 
Vision nodded. 

Hanz pulled off Vision’s belt. Then his slacks. “Better?” Hanz asked. 

Vision nodded again. 

“Then on the bed, please, sir. Why don’t you kneel on it?” 

Vision did so. “Cross your ankles, please.” 


It required more effort to balance himself on the soft bed. Hanz held his hips while he 
obeyed. The first whisper of silk touched Vision’s foot, sliding up to his ankle. Hanz wrapped 
him in the silk, carefully, and tied it off. It was tighter than Vision expected, but of course 
with Hanz there was never any danger of it actually hurting -- at least unintentionally. 

“Would you like your hands behind your back or your head, sir?” 

Vision didn’t answer, but interlocked his fingers on the back of his neck. That 
obviously wasn’t good enough. Hanz pulled them apart and made Vision hold his elbows 
with both his hands over his head. It should have caused his muscles to ache, but he only felt 
calm as Hanz lashed them in place as well. He could relax, and the bonds took the strain off. 

Hanz grabbed Vision by the back of his neck. “We’re not done yet, are we?” he asked. 

Vision closed his eyes. It wasn’t enough. He didn’t have to say it. Hanz looped another 
silk tie around Vision’s throat, then back, to the ties holding his ankles. The last tie Hanz 
looped around his arms, across his body and down to his groin, where he wrapped it securely 
around his testicles. Any movement at all was like a spider web directly to Vision’s cock. 
Vision exhaled, slowly, and felt the silk on him. He felt contained, and that made him safe. 

“Vision?” 

Vision opened his eyes. “What?” He felt like he had to swim through rich amber honey 


to form the word. 
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Hanz licked his lips. “Look at me.” 


Vision wanted to go back to his darkness, to let whatever Hanz wanted to do to him 
happen, so he could ride out the waves, but Hanz licked his lips again, and Vision couldn't 
look away. Not as Hanz dropped to his knees, not as he parted his lips, and definitely not as 


he took Vision into his mouth. 


Vision strained against the silk. They should have tightened and constricted, cutting off 
circulation, but instead, the cocoon of protection never left him. Hanz, slowly, inch by inch 
took Vision down his throat. Vision couldn’t even strain towards him; as tied as he was there 


was no give. He could only receive. 


Hanz must have known how close he was. He was all the way down Hanz’s throat, 
feeling the warmth and the softness and his brain was going to melt regardless of whether or 
not Hanz was actually going to do something. So much stimulation, so much pleasure, but he 


still needed the grain of sand to form the orgasm around. 


Then he felt Hanz coming. He was fully dressed, hadn’t even been touching himself; 
Vision would have felt that for sure. Hanz shuddered, his teeth just barely grazing the 
bottom of Vision’s cock, and that was all he needed. Even in the deepest part of the orgasm, 
when he was riding the sweet crest inside him, he still felt Hanz there, now moving his fist 


along Vision’s cock so that each wave would be greater and longer than the last. 

It worked. Hanz waited until the last shudder was drawn out, and then waved his 
hands. The bonds fell from Vision fluttering to the ground as harmless now as shadows, and 
Hanz gathered them up. “I'll have them washed for you, sir,” he said. 

Vision was going to agree to it; the liquid state of his brain would probably have him 
agree to anything Hanz said, but that no longer seemed right to him. “No,” he mumbled. 

“Pardon me, sir?” 

“Have them washed for you. I have more important things to keep in my safe,” Vision 


said. 
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Hanz tightened his fist around the silk. “Are you sure, sir?” 


Vision nodded. All he wanted was the bed, and maybe to lick Hanz’s skin, inch by 


inch, but doubted he could stay awake for the much of the action. “Perfectly.” 
“Thank you, sir.” 
“Don’t mention it.” Vision closed his eyes. 


Hanz laughed and kissed him on the top of the head as he burrowed his way under the 
covers. “Don’t worry about that, sir. Do you think I'd give you the chance to change your 
mind?” 

Vision waved Hanz to be quiet. He was slipping back into the bed like a hole had 
opened up. “Less talk. ’m asleep now, Hanz.” 


Hanz kissed him again. 
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